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Abstract
This thesis addresses the problem o f using qualitative descriptions produced from 
naturalistic field studies to inform the design o f interactive technologies. Specifically, it 
describes the use o f a conceptual framework conceived to bridge the divide between natu­
ralistic field studies and design. The presented framework is based on activity theory and 
its foundations in cultural historical psychology.
The thesis begins with an overview o f the trend amongst researchers and practition­
ers to use naturalistic studies in the human-computer interaction and computer-supported 
collaborative work design fields. It focuses on the use o f such studies in mobile device de­
sign. In doing so, it outlines the problems faced in drawing on the naturalistic descriptions 
produced from fieldwork studies to infonn design.
From a review o f existing design approaches, activity theory is shown to offer 
several characteristics that may be useful in modelling naturalistic descriptions for the 
purposes o f design. The thesis describes the theoretical underpinnings o f activity theory 
and its relationship to design. This is followed by a closer inspection o f  the activity theory 
framework. It is revealed that the framework lacks a systematic means to incorporate 
naturalistic descriptions. An expanded conception o f the framework is thus described that 
draws on some elements o f ethnomethodology to orient naturalistic descriptions so that 
they are commensurate to activity theory’s nomenclature.
As a proof o f principle, the application o f the expanded framework is undertaken 
using the results from an empirical investigation o f teenagers and their use o f mobile 
telephones. Two interpretations o f the fieldwork data are presented; one indicates that 
teenagers use their mobile phones to participate in the social practices o f exchange and 
the second views the use o f phones as contributing to localised forms o f subversion. Both 
interpretations are modelled using the framework and subsequently used to outline a 
number o f design implications.
To conclude, the thesis summarises the overall success o f the expanded activity 
theoiy framework. It is suggested the framework has sufficient means to model naturalis­
tic descriptions but in practical terms it is likely to be overly demanding. It is argued that 
the need to adhere to the overarching theoretical framework is impractical in workaday 
design. An alternative toolbox approach is proposed that is able to draw upon some o f the 
methods made available in activity theory. An argument is also put forward to draw on 
more general forms o f sociological inquiry for the purposes o f design.
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i. Introduction
Background to Thesis
R e s e a r c h e r s  interested in interactive system design, in fields such as human- 
computer interaction (HCI) and computer-supported collaborative work (CSCW), 
have, for some time, grappled with a basic and fundamental problem. The problem 
exists for those who seek to inform design by studying people in their ‘natural’ envi­
ronments rather than in laboratory settings. Put briefly, the rich, qualitative and inter­
pretive findings that result from what are termed “naturalistic” (Hammersley, 1989) 
studies are thought to be incongruous with many of the practices that are employed by 
designers (Hughes, O’Brien, Rodden, Rouncefield, & Blythin, 1997). This problem 
has led researchers to ask whether it is possible to make the findings from naturalistic 
studies relevant for design and, i f  so, how this might be achieved.
Numerous authors have discussed the relative merits of using the qualitative 
interpretations or descriptions that result from naturalistic studies to inform design. 
Suchman (1987), for instance, in her much cited work, Plans and Situated Actions, 
did much to introduce the value of studying situated action in real-world settings. She 
presented a convincing argument to those in interactive system design, proposing that 
people’s technologically mediated, practical actions could be made ‘visible’ through 
detailed, naturalistic field study investigations of particular situations. Such an insight 
into “ situated” actions, she revealed, could provide a significant contribution to the 
understanding of how people use technologies and thus how future technological solu­
tions might take shape.
Since Suchman’s work, the adoption o f naturalistic field study methods has 
proved popular in both HCI and CSCW. This increase in popularity has also been ac­
companied by the use of a particular ethnographically informed approach to studying 
people’s uses o f technology. This approach has relied on the ethnographic tradition 
that originated in sociology and anthropology. Ethnography in both these disciplines 
has come to encompass a broad range of techniques for gathering and interpreting data 
that capture people’s everyday activities in situ, i.e., naturalistic data. Broadly speak­
ing, ethnography is characterised by its means for collecting data, which tend to rely 
on extended periods o f observation in and interaction with the ‘field’ by the ethnogra­
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pher, and a keen eye for the detail o f people’s participation in ‘situated’, social activ­
ity. The ethnographically informed field studies undertaken in HCI and CSCW have 
been somewhat removed from the origins o f ethnography, tending to be far briefer and 
focused on those activities related to the use o f technologies and material artefacts, 
rather than the broader concerns of social life. Nevertheless, in keeping with the eth­
nographic tradition, they have remained directed toward the detail o f people’s interac­
tions with technology and “toward the production of a ‘rich’ and ‘concrete’ portrayal 
o f the situation” (Hughes et al., 1997).
In recent years, naturalistic field studies using the ethnographically informed 
approach have contributed to a growing corpus o f technology-oriented fieldwork 
ranging from studies of domestic life (e.g., English-Lueck & C., 1997; O’Brien, 
Rodden, Rouncefield, & Hughes, 1999) to work environments, such as stock mar­
ket trading (e.g., Heath, Jirotka, Luff, & Hindmarsh, 1994), air traffic control (e.g., 
Harper, Hughes, & Shapiro, 1991; Hughes, Randall, & Shapiro, 1992; Owen, 2001) 
and even naval submarines (Bierly & Spender, 1995). Along with this research, aim­
ing to inform design, various techniques, methods, frameworks and guidelines have 
been suggested to decipher, re-purpose or simply draw-on the rich, qualitative in­
terpretations that are produced through naturalistic studies o f activity. For instance, 
Suchman, herself, contributed to what was called the Work-Oriented Design project in 
which ethnography and prototyping were closely coupled in an iterative design cycle 
(Bloomberg, Suchman, & Trigg, 1994); Beyer and Holtzblatt (1998), seeking to be 
more prescriptive, have described a method, contextual inquiry, that aims to produce 
design guidelines through systematic techniques for interpreting qualitative fieldwork 
data; and Hughes, with numerous associates, has outlined a framework for presenting 
naturalistic data in a way that is more “digestible by designers” (Hughes et al., 1997).
Despite these efforts, however, the methodological problem o f ‘making’ natu­
ralistic descriptions suitable for design remains a predominant concern in HCI and 
CSCW research (Bloomberg, 1995; Button & Dourish, 1996; Hughes et al., 1997). 
Relatively few projects have focused solely on the practical business o f ‘doing’ ethno- 
graphically-informed design and still fewer have succeeded in demonstrating the ben­
efit derived from ethnographies in furnishing fully operational interactive solutions. 
Much o f the research is descriptive, depicting existing computer-mediated activity 
rather than producing concrete technological systems. The apparent lack o f success 
researchers and designers have had in using and applying naturalistic studies have led
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authors such as Plowman, Rogers, and Ramage (1995), Grudin and Grinter (1995) and 
Anderson (1994) to question the extent to which ethnographies contribute to interac­
tive system design.
The common reason given for the questionable contribution naturalistic stud­
ies have made to design is the problem o f the mismatch between the product o f eth- 
nographically informed studies and design practice (Bannon, 2000). The rich, deep, 
context-sensitive and holistic interpretations that result from ethnographies, and natu­
ralistic studies more generally, are seen to be in tension with the abstract structures 
and models that designers regularly employ to develop interactive systems (Martin, 
Roden, Rouncefield, Sommerville, & Viller, 2001). This so-called divide leaves in­
teractive system designers, as well as researchers in both HCI and CSCW, with what 
has been recognised and referred to as the ‘gap’ between naturalistic field studies and 
the project o f design (Bannon & Bodker, 1991; Hughes et al., 1997, Karasti, 2001; 
Plowman et al., 1995).
Thesis Overview
In this thesis, I have aimed to determine whether the gap between design and 
the product o f naturalistic studies can be bridged using a structured and systematic 
approach. Specifically, the thesis describes how I used an approach based on cultural 
historical activity theory, or simply activity theory, to bridge the gap between design 
and the findings from an ethnographically informed field study o f teenagers and their 
use o f mobile phones.
The thesis is divided into two distinct parts. One is theoretical and aims first to 
explore activity theory’s relevance to design and second to develop activity theory’s 
theoretical framework so that is able to accommodate the descriptions produced from 
naturalistic studies for the purposes of design. Broadly speaking, this part o f the thesis 
describes the directions I took in choosing activity theory and how I came to see it as 
one possible means to orient the findings from naturalistic studies so that they might 
inform design. In describing this journey, I also explain how the findings that emerged 
from the field study led me to adapt activity theoiy’s theoretical framework using an 
ethnomethodological orientation. This orientation stems from the research programme 
of ethnomethodology that, as I will explain later, takes the view that actions— as so­
cially ‘situated’, local accomplishments— provide the means by which social order is 
routinely ‘produced’ and ‘managed’ . I describe my adaptation o f activity theory and
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how the ethnomethodological orientation was used to come up with a way of incor­
porating the rich and detailed findings from the field study of teenagers into activity 
theory’s analytical apparatus.
The second part to this thesis relies on empirical data collected through a natu­
ralistic study of teenage mobile phone users. I first introduce the methods used to 
study the use o f mobile phones amongst teenagers. The thesis goes onto present the 
two descriptive accounts that I produced from the analyses o f the field study data of 
teenagers and their use of mobile phones. In these accounts I attend to the cycles of 
reciprocity that teenagers were found to enact when using their phones and the manner 
in which mobile phones were seen to mediate their local forms o f talk.
Continuing with the empirically derived data, I next detail my application of 
the adapted activity theoiy framework. I describe how I employed the framework to 
systematically model the two descriptive accounts: the descriptions of, one, teenagers’ 
reciprocal patterns o f phone use and, two, their local forms o f phone-mediated talk.
I then reveal how I used the framework’s mechanisms for identifying the ‘contradic­
tions’ or ‘breakdowns’ in an activity to produce a number o f design suggestions for 
future mobile phones. Contradictions or breakdowns, in terms o f activity theory, are 
understood to be the cause of disturbances to the ordinary routine or the ‘script’ o f an 
activity (Hasu & Engestrom, 2000).
To conclude the thesis, I assess the use o f the activity theory framework. I judge 
its application against criteria derived from criticisms made in Chapter 3 o f alterna­
tive design approaches. I also review the thesis as a whole and comment on the overall 
success o f the theoretical and empirical work.
Chapter Summaries
C h a p t e r  2  presents an overview of the literature on interactive system design. 
Specifically, it examines the research published on mobile device design and summa­
rises a number of design methods commonly employed in HCI. The chapter reveals 
that besides the use o f more traditional approaches to studying human-computer inter­
action, there is a common trend in both interactive system and mobile device design to 
undertake studies that aim to capture the social character o f technology-mediated ac­
tivity. It further reveals, however, that researchers and practitioners have struggled to
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find a systematic method for using the rich and detailed findings that result from such 
naturalistic studies to inform design.
Following on from this, Chapter 3 presents an overview o f the design approach­
es that have been popularised in HCI. Five approaches that are commonly employed 
in interactive system design are considered in detail. This overview shows how exist­
ing design methods are not fully able to incorporate the qualitative descriptions of 
everyday activity produced from naturalistic studies. The last o f the approaches to be 
presented in Chapter 3, activity theory, is briefly introduced as a theoretical framework 
that may provide a suitable basis for framing naturalistic descriptions for the purposes 
o f design. However, it is claimed that activity theory lacks a number o f elements that 
make it a wholly practical approach in design.
Activity theory is further elucidated in Chapter 4. To clarify its theoretical un­
derpinnings, the origins of activity theory are briefly reviewed, touching on the early 
influences from the Russian school o f cultural-historical psychology and paying par­
ticular attention to the more recent contributions made by Yijo Engestrom, a leading 
figure in activity theory research. The role activity theory has had in interactive system 
design is also reviewed. Activity theory, in this context, is shown to be an evolving 
theoretical framework that requires development in a number o f ways. In particular, 
the current incarnation o f activity theory is shown to lack a systematic method for in­
tegrating naturalistic descriptions o f activity into its framework.
Chapter 5 seeks to extend the activity theory framework so that it might better 
accommodate the product o f naturalistic studies. The chapter introduces a systematic 
means o f viewing qualitative, naturalistic descriptions in terms o f the structures that 
are seen to constitute an activity in activity theory. This extension of the activity theo­
ry framework relies heavily on an ethnomethodologically oriented view of action that, 
it is argued, provides an instrument to describe how the orderliness o f a social occa­
sion is achieved. It is this recognised and accountable order, achieved through people’s 
everyday accomplishments, that is conceived as the meeting point between naturalistic 
studies and the structures laid out in activity theory.
Following this theoretical development, Chapter 5 goes onto describe how 
naturalistic descriptions might be incorporated into the structures o f activity for the 
purposes of design. A  six-stage process is outlined that situates the observable actions 
recorded in naturalistic studies within the complex and culturally constituted struc-
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tures of an activity. It is then shown how technologies come to mediate activities and 
shape their practical accomplishment. This view of technologically mediated activity 
seeks to depict technologies as tools that both shape and are shaped by people’s social 
practices. It is suggested that new designs or technological features are born from an 
understanding o f this ‘dialectic’ relationship and specifically, an understanding o f how 
tools come to be part o f the culturally evolved practices that are performed amongst 
peoples. In sum, a process for interpreting the contractions and breakdowns that occur 
in an activity is introduced. This process serves to uncover how technologies play a 
role in an activity and how they might be designed to better accommodate people’s 
everyday actions and social interactions.
Chapter 6 presents the methods used in the empirical section o f the thesis. It 
first describes the fieldwork undertaken to produce naturalistic descriptions of social 
action, detailing the activities studied and the analytical methods used. Teenagers, and 
their use o f mobile phones, are revealed as the focus of the study and a combination 
o f qualitative, interpretive techniques are presented as the methods used in two sepa­
rate analyses. The chapter then goes onto explain how the integration o f the descrip­
tive analysis into the activity theory framework is assessed. Broadly, the approach is 
assessed for its capacity to systematically incorporate naturalistic descriptions into a 
structured framework that is targeted at informing design. Eight criteria are introduced 
to judge activity theory in these terms.
Chapters 7 and 8 offer two descriptive accounts of the data produced from the 
field study o f teenagers and their use o f mobile phones. The accounts presented illus­
trate how the findings collected using naturalistic techniques can be subjected to ana­
lytical interpretation. They also provide two descriptive sources with which to assess 
the framework proposed in Chapters 4 and 5. Both chapters portray mobile phones as 
shaped by social activity. That is, they are distinguished from the purely technologi­
cally deterministic vision in which technology is seen to determine behaviour. Instead, 
they take the position that the understandings and consequently the uses o f phones are 
‘produced’ through social interactions and aim to investigate how such productions are 
achieved in everyday, practical settings.
Chapter 7 suggests that teenagers’ use o f mobile phones can be seen to closely 
resemble forms of social exchange and reciprocity manifest in ritualised gift-giving. 
The chapter details how teenagers’ accounts o f mobile phone use, and text messaging 
in particular, correspond to the characteristics of exchange commonly referred to in
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the anthropology, sociology and social psychology literature. Chapter 8 views phone 
use amongst teenagers in greater detail. Attending to teenagers’ talk about their mobile 
phones and their interactions with them, the chapter suggests that a conversation’s 
topic and the status of its participants can be negotiated and managed by way of the 
phone. It goes 011 to make the claim that by organising talk in such ways, localised 
forms o f subversion can be accomplished. Subversion, in this context, is described as 
the concealed disruption to an occasion’s social ‘order’— for example, the disruption 
to classroom order or to the order that regulates face-to-face talk between peers.
In the following two chapters, 9 and 10, the two descriptive accounts are sub­
jected to the theoretical framework that is presented in Chapter 4 and extended in 
Chapter 5. First, in Chapter 9, teenagers’ participation in phone-mediated forms of 
exchange is incorporated into the activity theory framework and depicted in terms of 
the structures o f activity. This framing o f phone-mediated activity provides the basis 
for explaining why particular technologies, such as text messaging, have evolved into 
a means to participate in gift exchange. By identifying where existing technologies are 
not able to be incorporated into the practices of exchange— that is, where they break 
down— it also provides a starting point for new design solutions. Chapter 9 concludes 
by presenting a number of solutions that seek to resolve the identified breakdowns and 
support the participation in exchange.
Following a similar structure, Chapter 10 incorporates the descriptive analysis 
o f teenagers’ phone-mediated talk, presented in Chapter 8, into the activity theory 
framework. The phone-mediated management o f conversational topic and participa­
tion status, as well as the local forms o f subversion practiced by teenagers, are ar­
ranged with respect to the structures defined in the activity theoiy framework. This 
structured depiction o f localized phone talk is used to identify the disruptions and 
breakdowns that occur as a result o f the phone’s design. They are also used to explain 
various developments in teenagers’ uses o f the mobile phone and to offer up possible 
designs that might overcome irresolvable breakdowns.
In conclusion, Chapter 11 reviews the approach taken to systematically incor­
porating naturalistic descriptions into the activity theory framework for the purposes 
of design. The conclusions drawn from the presented research suggest that, overall, 
the proposed activity theory framework requires an effort that is disproportionately 
large in comparison to the relatively modest design suggestions that it is able to offer. 
Specifically, it is suggested that the heavyweight analysis demanded by the combined
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ethnomethodological orientation and activity theory framework supplies too little de­
tail in the way o f design requirements for it to be ‘cost’ effective.
In response to these conclusions, two broad comments concerning the use of 
naturalistic studies are made. First, it is suggested that a ‘toolbox’ approach be used to 
draw on the findings from naturalistic studies for the puiposes o f design. Such an ap­
proach, it is claimed, should allow researchers and designers to easily identify those 
tools or methods appropriate for the job at hand and allow design suggestions to be 
elicited in a ‘cost effective’ way. In contemplating activity theory’s role in design, it 
is suggested that the framework encompasses four specific methods that might be ap­
propriated for this less rigid approach. Second, it is argued that the practical applica­
tion o f general sociological reasoning has been largely neglected in the design-related 
literature, which tends instead to be dominated by the more particular sociological ap­
proach, ethnomethodology. With respect to the presented empirical analyses, I claim, 
however, that such reasoning may offer a broadly applicable means to consider the 
role of technology in complex social activities and, in turn, provide a way to point to­
wards possible future technological solutions.
2. Naturalistic Studies &Device Design
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Q u a l i t a t i v e  fieldwork methods have become an increasingly popular means to 
inform the design o f interactive systems. Design projects, drawing on studies that have 
used observational and interview techniques to depict the social character o f activity, 
are now routinely reported in both the HCI and CSCW literature. This so called ‘turn 
to the social’ (Hughes, King, Roden, & Andersen, 1994) has been led, primarily, by 
those in system design who recognise the importance social activity has on the use of 
interactive systems and see the understanding o f social context as a crucial component 
o f design.
In the first section o f this chapter, I aim to track the movement towards the use 
of qualitative field studies in interactive system design and explain why this move­
ment has led to the emergence o f a fundamental problem for researchers and designers 
in fields such as HCI and CSCW. I will begin by describing the shift in interactive sys­
tem design from the use o f traditional cognitive-processing models to an increased use 
of analytical orientations that provide rich, qualitative descriptions o f social activity. 
This overview will introduce the problem researchers and designers have had in using 
the qualitative findings from naturalistic field studies to inform design.
In the following section, I turn, specifically, to mobile device design and con­
sider three broadly defined themes of study in the area. First, I focus on the design of 
and research related to what I call system components; second, I describe a number 
o f device-based design studies and comment on how designers have applied existing 
HCI design knowledge in this context; and third, I discuss the work that has attempted 
to account for the context-related issues o f mobile system use by adopting approaches 
that study both work and social activity in situ. This discussion reveals that a handful 
o f researchers and designers interested in mobile devices have followed the general 
trend in interactive system design, moving towards the use of analytical perspectives 
attending to social context. Consequently, they have also had to contend with the prob­
lem of how to draw on the findings from naturalistic studies.
The Social‘Turn’ in Interactive System Design
For some time, researchers and designers in interactive system design have re­
lied on formal models o f human behaviour and cognition to inform design. Perhaps
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the simplest is known as keys moke-level modelling which, in its most basic form, 
consists o f  estimating execution times for low -level interaction activities, such as key 
presses or the visual location o f  targets on screen (Card, Moran, &  New ell, 1986). 
These estimates can subsequently be confirmed using actual measurements taken 
during the evaluation o f  a component. Although there is some argument as to the ac­
curacy o f  techniques like keystroke-level modelling (G r ie f &  Gediga, 1987; New ell &  
Card, 1985), it is evident that at the very least they provide designers with a basis for 
setting and comparing low -level performance targets.
Other models used in design, such as the Goals, Operations, Methods and 
Selection rules (G O M S ) model, attempt to incorporate understandings o f  human in­
formation processing so that factors such as cognitive workload and learning times 
can be estimated (Card et a l ,  1986; Kieras, 1997). To undertake a G O M S  analysis, 
for example, the methods necessary to accomplish defined goals must be specified 
along with the selection rules for when a method must be instantiated. Each method 
combines the relevant time estimates for external operations, such as keystrokes, with 
estimates for mental operations, such as memory retrieval. G O M S  has been used with 
a degree o f  success to predict task performance for relatively low-level, human-com- 
puter interactions such as search tasks (N ielsen &  Phillips, 1993) and call handling by  
telephone operators (Gray, John, &  Atwood, 1993).
Broadly speaking, techniques and models, such as keystroke-level modelling 
and G O M S , rely on general assumptions about human behaviour to estimate and 
predict the performance o f  users’ interactions with interactive systems. Cognitive 
models, such as G O M S , also go one step further by assuming that people use predict­
able mechanisms for processing information. This view  o f  the human, or ‘user’, as an 
information processing system has given rise to several design-oriented methods. For 
example, Analysis-Based Learning (Lew is, 1988) encompasses a class o f  techniques 
that aim to understand the relationship between user actions and system responses. 
Payne and Green’s Task-Action Grammar (1986), like G O M S , is used to construct 
cognitive models built around goal-hierarchies and helps to predict whether one sys­
tem w ill take longer to learn than another. Barnard and M ay  (1993) have produced a 
formalised cognitive architecture, Interactive Cognitive Subsystems, that assumes the 
human information processing system is made up o f  distributed cognitive resources. 
These resources, Barnard and M ay  assert, operate in a co-ordinated fashion when
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responding to stimuli or inducing behaviours. Using this architecture, a design is as­
sessed by determining the overall demands placed on the distributed resources.
The information processing approach or methodology to systems design has 
provided H C I and its related disciplines with an empirically derived basis for de­
sign. However, in application the respective methods have only seen limited success 
(Bellotti, 1990; Gugerty, 1993). One explanation for the limited success o f  methods, 
such as G O M S , is that they are only accurate at predicting expert and error-free use 
(Johnson, 1992; Preece, Rogers &  Sharp, 2002) and the rigid adherence to prescribed 
actions (A llen  &  Scerbo, 1983; G rie f &  Gediga, 1987). Another argument put fourth 
is that human-computer interactions are simply too complex to be understood with 
our relatively poor understanding o f  human behaviour and cognition (Landauer, 1987,
1993). This limitation, it has been suggested, indicates that such methods are unsuit­
able for modelling users in complex social environments where organisational factors 
and human-human interaction can determine, to a large extent, how  technologies are 
used (Hutchins, 1995; Rogers, Bannon, &  Button, 1994).
A  further problem with existing models o f  the human information processor is 
that they are rarely derived explicitly for the purposes o f  design (Barnard, 1991; Long  
&  Whitefield, 1989). For the most part the models are bound in theory that support the 
pursuit o f  understanding, but fail to deliver validated or substantiated design principles 
(Long &  Dowell, 1989). To confront this problem, H C I has seen the uptake o f  what 
has been generally termed cognitive engineering. In its broadest sense this approach 
employs methods that use human-machine interaction models to predict the overall 
performance o f  interactive systems. The methods generally have the primary aim o f  
identifying those aspects o f  the human and/or computer that might be ‘manipulated’ to 
optimise efficiency.
Several design methods are based on these so called engineering models o f  
human-machine performance. MUSE (M ethodology for Usability Engineering), for 
example, focuses its analyses on the interaction between the human and computer 
to produce several highly defined descriptions o f  the domain o f  work (L im  &  Long,
1994). Through numerous iterations o f  abstractly describing the work domain, M U S E  
seeks to generate explicit design requirements that maximise the performance and 
minimise the costs o f  performing work for both the user and the computer. A n  alterna­
tive method, based on the EPIC  (Executive Process-Interactive Control) human-infor- 
mation architecture, models the task domain using analysis techniques such as G O M S
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(Kieras, Wood, &  Meyer, 1997). The method aims to simulate a human performing 
a given task and determines the predicted actions needed and the execution times for 
specific tasks. EP IC  has been developed specifically to model the multiple perceptual 
and motor modalities involved in performing multiple tasks in complex work do­
mains. Using these models, the designer seeks to predict the performance o f  a system 
prior to actual implementation.
Inevitably, many o f  the cognitive engineering methods continue to make general 
assumptions about human behaviour and cognition, and do little to take into account 
the complex and varied social and organisational factors that might affect the use 
o f  technological systems (Anderson, Button, &  Sharrock, 1993; Bloomberg, 1988).
In this respect, a number o f  general criticisms have been made in both the H C I and 
C S C W  literature against the use o f  both the information processing and cognitive en­
gineering approaches to design. Writing about the influence social context has on the 
use o f  technology, Hughes et al. (1994) make the claim that many technologies have 
failed to be successful because they have been designed using methods that are too 
narrowly focused on human-machine interactions and thus neglect to consider the col­
laborative nature and thus social character o f  computer-mediated activity. Citing sev­
eral research projects, Bloom berg (1995) lists a number o f  critical ‘realisations’ that 
have emerged in the field o f  HC I. For instance, she highlights the growing realisation 
that the ‘socially situated nature’ o f  activity cannot be adequately considered using 
the approaches that are concerned with purely human-computer interactions. She also 
points towards an ‘emerging consensus’ that human processes cannot be simply rep­
licated using computational structures because they are highly dependent on social 
contexts, or as she phrases it because “human intelligence [is] socially produced and 
achieved” (ibid., p. 177).
Increasingly, particularly in fields such as C SC W , a number o f  observational 
and analytical techniques have been adopted in response to the limitations o f  the 
information processing and cognitive engineering approaches to interactive sys­
tem design. One approach that has been particularly popular in C S C W  draws on 
ethnomethodology (Garfinkel, 1967) as an analytical orientation. Ethnomethodology, 
as I w ill detail later, describes an analytical framework for interpreting data collected 
from field studies and is concerned with the ways in which ‘social order’ is locally 
produced and managed on an occasion. Its introduction, as a means for ‘discover­
ing’ the social organisation o f  computer-mediated activity, was pioneered by the likes
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o f Suchman (1987), Heath and L u ff  (1991), Hughes et al. (1992) and Button and 
ShaiTock (1997). The use o f  ethnomethodology has also been part o f  the wider up­
take o f  naturalistic studies in H C I and C SC W , as well as human factors research on 
decision-making (e.g., Cannon-Bowers, Salas, &  Pruitt, 1996; Klein, 1998; Norros &  
Klemola, 1999; Zsam bok &  Klein, 1997). These studies commonly consist o f qualita­
tive observational and interview techniques loosely based 011 the ethnographic meth­
od .1
A s I briefly outlined in the introduction to this thesis, ethnography is an orienta­
tion to fieldwork initially adopted in anthropology and taken up later in several social 
science disciplines— in particular sociology. The method itself is distinguished by  
the fieldworker’s, or ethnographer’s, efforts to become intimately familiar with the 
life o f  those people’s under investigation. Writing o f  its origins, Anderson explains 
how  ethnographies were woven from “synoptic charts which lay out the relationships 
between various kinds o f  institutions, customs and activities. ... detailed description 
o f  day to day life and activities... and all stories, narratives, myths, magical formulae 
and the like through which the society represented itself and the world around it” 
(Anderson, 1997, p. 164). Thus, it is through such means that an ethnography comes 
to stand as a rich and detailed interpretive account o f  the social lives and structures 
that make up a society.
Those naturalistic studies that have been based on the ethnographic method 
and undertaken under the auspices o f  design (or informing design) have drawn on 
the origins o f  ethnography in so far as they have relied on fieldwork investigations, 
attended to the minutiae o f  everyday life, and sought to produce rich and detailed 
accounts that expose the complex and varied ways in which ordinary activities are 
accomplished. They have differed from ethnography ‘proper’ in several important 
ways however. Perhaps most noticeably, they have tended to involve less time in the 
‘field’— usually consisting o f  no more than several weeks amassing observational 
and interview data. Rather than attempting to pay heed to a society’s entire set o f  
institutions, customs and activities, they have also tended to limit their focus to 
those actions related to the use o f  technology and thus the observable and tangible 
as opposed to the mythical, spiritual 01* magical. Finally, they have more often than 
not set their sights on relatively small groups or organisations that have in common a 
system or set o f  technologies, rather than peoples or societies who are distinguished 
because o f  their culture, ethnicity or geography.
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Several approaches have been developed with the aim o f  aligning the find­
ings from these ethnographically oriented naturalistic studies with interactive system 
design. For example, Work-Orientated Design (B loom berg et al., 1994) provides a 
way for designers to integrate ethnographic field studies into the design process. The 
approach relies on both field studies and design to be performed concurrently, each 
informing the other. V iller and Sommerville (1999) propose that social phenomena 
identified in ethnographic studies can be represented through the extension o f  existing 
modelling language notations. They claim that the use o f  these representations provide 
software engineers, or designers, with a familiar framework from which to elicit de­
sign requirements.
These approaches aim, specifically, to inform design through the use o f  the qual­
itative descriptions produced from naturalistic studies. However, as with the modelling 
techniques that came before them, they have yet to fully demonstrate the value o f  their 
contribution to design. Generally, they have been less than successful in producing 
clear and explicit requirements for design. They have also failed to provide a basis 
from which to systematically evaluate designed systems. Thus, although the approach­
es have allowed the consideration o f  social context, their attempts at aligning the rich, 
qualitative descriptions from naturalistic studies with design practice fall short o f  of­
fering a complete solution.
This apparent lack o f  success by the approaches to design that seek to account 
for social context has, it seems, emerged because o f  a mismatch between the findings 
that result from naturalistic studies and the requirements regularly deployed in design. 
The crux o f  what has come to be a fundamental problem for designers and research­
ers in H C I and C S C W  is that the materials produced from naturalistic studies gener­
ally take a detailed descriptive form that provides little in the w ay o f  the abstract and 
prescriptive offerings that are routinely used to inform design. Despite an increasing 
number o f  attempts to apply the results from naturalistic studies to design, the problem  
has yet to see a satisfactory solution and remains a central focus in interactive system 
design (Martin et al., 2001).
In the follow ing section, I review a number o f  published design studies to illus­
trate how  designers and researchers have gone about the practical business o f  design. 
To limit the scope o f  this task, I attend, specifically, to mobile device design. M y  rea­
son for choosing to focus on this domain is because, to some extent, it sets the scene 
for the fieldwork and analysis that I w ill present in subsequent chapters. A s  I outlined
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in Chapter 1, this work centres on teenagers and their use o f  mobile telephones. M y  
interest in mobile telephony, and mobile devices more generally, is fuelled by the pro­
liferation o f  electronic and mobile communication in the market place and the grow ­
ing recognition that it has emerged as a significant social phenomenon in contempo­
rary society (Brown, Green, &  Harper, 2001; Katz &  Aaklius, 2002).
Before I move onto the next section, I wish to raise an important distinction that 
arises from focusing on the topic o f  mobile device design. The increased interest in 
telecommunications and mobility has drawn a sizeable portion o f  the related research 
away from the time-honoured preserve o f  H C I and C SCW . Rather than attending to 
the use o f  technologies in the w orkp lace (e.g., offices, process control settings, mis­
sion critical environments, etc.), research has begun to take an interest in consumer 
products and the ways in which electronic devices and appliances permeate everyday 
life. For instance, there is a growing fascination with the role telecommunication ap­
pliances have in domestic life (e.g., O ’Brien et al., 1999) and, on a larger scale, urban 
society (e.g., Kopomaa, 2000). A n  important consequence o f  this interest in the con­
sumer has meant that it is all the harder to pin down the benefits a technology brings to 
its users and to predict its success. A s  I w ill show in the following section, the meas­
ures that are commonly used to gauge performance and productivity in workplace 
settings are not necessarily suitable for mobile technologies and, perhaps more impor­
tantly, potentially inaccurate indicators o f  a device’s success outside o f  the workplace.
Mobile Device Design
T h is  section describes how  designers and researchers have thus far attempted to 
confront the challenges o f  designing mobile systems. This w ill serve first to present 
the current state o f  mobile device design in the fields o f  H C I and C S C W  and second to 
position that body o f  work that has drawn on naturalistic studies in these fields. It w ill 
be revealed that mobile device designers and researchers have, not surprisingly, drawn 
from several o f  the design methods that are available in both H C I and CSC W . It w ill 
also indicate that they are subject to the same fundamental problem faced in interac­
tive system design— namely that o f  incorporating the rich and detailed accounts from  
naturalistic studies into design practice.
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Component design
This sub-section presents a number o f  studies that have focused on the design o f  
mobile system components. B y  components, I refer to those elements o f  a device that 
must be used when the device is operated. For example, a touch-sensitive screen and 
voice recognition are both input components and a device such as a handheld compu­
ter could be designed to operate using either. From a review o f  these studies, I suggest 
that the design o f  mobile system components has been relatively successful. I argue 
that this has been because component design is well suited to existing H C I design 
techniques.
Reviewing the studies and published design projects it is clear that many mobile 
system components have been designed against what are essentially low -level per­
formance criteria such as time-on-task, keystrokes, errors or workload. For example, 
each o f  the component design studies published in the First Workshop on HCI and 
Mobile Devices (Johnson, 1998) used low-level performance criteria to evaluate their 
designs. Goldstein, Book, A lsio  and Tessa (1998), for instance, used text-input-speed 
and errors in gauging the performance o f  a novel keyboard-entry system. A lso  using 
a time measure, or as they refer to it, expediency, Pascoe, Ryan and M orse (1998) 
describe the performance o f  a data input/collection user interface designed as a field­
worker’s personal digital assistant (P D A ).
In the second HCI and Mobile Devices Workshop (Brewster &  Dunlop, 1999, 
August 31), this use o f  low -level criteria persists. Dunlop and Crossan (1999), for 
example, used workload and, not surprisingly, text-entry times to assess the perform­
ance o f  a method for text entry using mobile phone keypads. Furthermore, Goldstein 
and Chincholle (1999) make it clear in their review o f  the relevant literature that both 
entry-time and error-rates are standard measures o f  performance for the text entry 
components o f  mobile telephones.
This use o f  low -level performance criteria for designing and evaluating mobile 
system components can also be found in studies published in more general conference 
proceedings and HCI-related journals. There are, for example, numerous published 
studies on methods o f  text and number entry using mobile systems that again rely on 
the performance measures o f  entry speeds and error (Goldstein, Book, A lsio, &  Tessa, 
1999; James &  Reishcel, 2001; M acKenzie &  Zhang, 1999; Silfverberg, MacKenzie, 
&  Korhonen, 2000). Similarly, the performance o f  handwriting recognition techniques
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is also predominantly measured using entry rate and accuracy (M acKenzie &  Chang, 
1999). Moreover, with advanced component technologies (not specific to mobile 
devices) such as voice and gesture recognition, designers also return to these elemen­
tary performance measures (Berard, 1999; GeiBler, Gauler, &  Streitz, 1999; Karat, 
Halverson, Karat, &  Horn, 1999).
In most cases, it does not seem surprising that the use o f  established low-level 
performance criteria is prevalent in the design o f  mobile system components. Indeed, 
the measures used are, in general, highly relevant and appear to provide designers with 
useful criteria for guiding and evaluating the design o f  system components and com­
paring them with existing technologies. The extent to which low -level parameters are 
used is also quite likely due to the relative ease with which they can be estimated and 
measured using techniques such as keystroke-level modelling and G O M S . These and 
similar established design techniques rely on the low-level parameters that have been 
shown to be prevalent and useful in mobile component design. Thus, it would appear 
that they are highly suitable in the component design context.
In summary, the acceptance and use o f  low-level performance parameters at this 
level o f  design has occurred, I would argue, because H C I practitioners and researchers 
have found that existing design techniques are highly appropriate. Indeed, with the use 
o f  these techniques they have found the problems o f  improving performance at this 
level relatively tractable. For the most part then, it seems that in developing techniques 
for estimating and measuring low -level parameters, designers and researchers have 
produced a body o f  knowledge used in the broad domain o f  interactive system design 
that is applicable to the design o f  mobile system components.
Mobile device design
In this subsection, I discuss how  designers have taken on the challenges o f  de­
signing mobile devices, as opposed to simply system components. From a review o f  
the literature, it w ill be evident that researchers and designers in mobile device design 
continue to draw on measures o f  task-related performance to guide their designs, but 
have been relatively unsuccessful in producing devices that guarantee improvements 
in productivity. It is made apparent that, because mobile devices are used in hetero­
geneous and complex social settings, the design problem becomes one that is far less 
tractable, dealing with complex social activities that cannot be easily reduced to ab­
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stract models o f  goal-oriented or task-based interactions and predictably measured 
using basic and generic performance criteria.
It is frequent in the accounts o f  mobile device design to find designers employ­
ing design practices that produce technically sound and sometimes novel systems. 
However, it is far less common to find descriptions o f  systems that have been designed 
explicitly and systematically to improve overall productivity for the user. Kortuem, 
Bauer and Segall (1999), for example, have designed an innovative wearable com­
puter system, N E T M A N , that allows mobile workers such as field technicians to col­
laborate with office-based colleagues. Although the system has an impressive array o f  
functionality, the designers do not provide any evidence that this functionality actually 
improves overall productivity for mobile workers. Likewise, in their design o f  a con­
text-aware mobile tour-guide, Long, Aust, A bo w d  and Atkeson (1996) fail to demon­
strate any explicit indication o f  improvements in productivity. Though their evaluation 
o f the system, called Cyberguide, raises a number o f  interesting usability issues, it too 
falls short o f  providing any real indication o f  how  the system performs for the user.
In the description o f  their Citywide “demonstrators” that augment the exploration o f  
physical space, Izadi et al.’s (2001)  also do little to explicitly state what they see as 
important performance criteria. I f  anything, their interests appear to be concerned, in 
the main, with refining the ‘virtual landscapes’ their systems’ display rather than pro­
viding any direct benefits to users.
W hen measures o f  productivity or performance are indicated, they can often be 
poorly defined, thus making it difficult to determine whether improvements have been 
achieved. Ruther and Stupperich (1994), for example, in their description o f  an infra­
structure to support the use o f  mobile devices during meetings, set out their primary 
aim to be one o f  improving meeting effectiveness. They do not make it clear, however, 
how  meeting effectiveness might be measured or how the proposed infrastructure 
has been designed with respect to this criterion. In their paper presenting a wearable 
message notification system called Nom adic Radio, Sawhney and Schmandt (1999) 
claim that existing auditory notification systems do not operate in an efficient manner 
because they lack any awareness o f  context and have inadequate auditory scalability. 
Although their system introduces some interesting techniques for overcoming these 
inadequacies, the authors give no indication o f  how  a user’s overall performance or 
productivity is improved using Nom adic Radio or how it compares with existing sys­
tems in this respect.
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A s a result o f  the problems designers have had in identifying and using explicit 
measures o f  overall performance, it seems that there is a tendency to revert back to 
the low -level performance criteria that I have discussed earlier in this section. For ex­
ample, even though Chittaro and Dal Cin (2001) test their designs in ‘real w orld ’ set­
tings— in an attempt to overcome the problems o f  evaluating mobile (and specifically 
W A P ) systems using lab bound computer-based mock-ups— they still rely on low - 
level ‘efficiency’ and ‘usability’ measures to judge performance. For instance, they 
measure both the time and the number o f  key presses required to complete set tasks.
These accepted measures are drawn on even when ‘real w orld ’ settings are ex­
amined more closely. For example, in their design o f  a wearable computer for para­
medics, Baber, Arvanitis, H an iff and Buckley (1999) chose to use the time taken to 
observe baseline observations (e.g., heart rate, blood pressure, etc.) as their perform­
ance measure. In studying the work domain the authors clearly attempt to thoroughly 
model the activities a paramedic performs when attending an incident. They also 
explicitly state that their design goal is to match the design o f  their system with the 
task and the cognitive requirements associated with this domain. It is thus somewhat 
surprising that the low -level measure o f  time-on-task is chosen as a general indicator 
o f  performance for the mobile system they describe. Though the time taken to observe 
baseline observations is undoubtedly important, it seems unlikely that it is o f  primary 
importance to the entire task or that time can be an accurate indicator o f  the cognitive 
demands in this relatively complex domain. A s  a consequence o f  their choice o f  per­
formance parameter, the authors may w ell have undermined their thorough analysis 
and their well-intended design goal.
The danger, o f  course, o f  incorrectly identifying performance measures is that 
the resulting system can have little affect on overall work performance or productiv­
ity. There is also the chance that productivity could fall in cases where the design o f  a 
system adversely affects the w ay work is performed. L u ff  and Heath (1998), for exam­
ple, found that a portable record keeper, designed so that construction workers could 
increase the speed o f  recording and accessing information, actually had a negative 
impact on overall productivity. Specifically, they found in their study that the foreman 
using the mobile record keeping system was reluctant to carry it around and that the 
system did not support the sorts o f  collaboration the use o f  paper records encouraged. 
Consequently, the workers chose to continue using their paper records and enter the
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data into the mobile system at a later date. Clearly, the system had the affect o f  adding 
to the overall time spent recording data.
It is evident that low -level measures such as time-on-task can be poor indicators 
o f overall performance (see, Hallnas &  Redstrom, 2002), particularly in the mobile 
work context. For instance, they do little to reflect the dynamic and collaborative as­
pects o f  work that authors such as Suchman (1987) andNardi (1996c) have described. 
Furthermore, because they rely so heavily on general assumptions o f  behaviour and 
cognitive processes, they are unable to capture the idiosyncratic ways in which people 
work (see, for example, Hutchins, 1995) and, specifically, the heterogeneous nature o f  
the mobile work context (D ix  et al., 2000; Kristoffersen &  Ljungberg, 1999a). Thus, 
although low -level performance measures have been shown to be important in the de­
sign o f  mobile system components, at the device level it is apparent that a far greater 
understanding o f  the social context is needed.
This sub-section has shown that mobile system designers have struggled to 
build devices that achieve predictable improvements in performance or productivity. 
The overall conclusion is that the design o f  devices and particularly mobile devices, 
that are to be used in social settings, may not be best accomplished through the use 
o f traditional design methods. It would appear that designs based on goal-oriented or 
task-based models o f  interaction and driven by meeting performance criteria tend not 
to assure improvements in productivity. The reason being that the models inadequately 
capture the complexities and diversity o f  computer-mediated activities and thus the 
criteria that gauge performance are either poorly defined or too low  in level. In the 
next sub-section, I w ill argue that a number o f  designers and researchers in mobile 
system design have recognised the limitations o f  the traditional methods for modelling 
human-machine interaction. Adopting an alternative paradigm, they have sought to 
take on new methods that aim to use naturalistic studies to better capture and under­
stand the ways in which people work and interact in their environments.
Naturalistic studies
In this sub-section, I review a number o f  studies in which mobile system design­
ers and researchers have adopted the naturalistic approaches to studies o f  work and 
social life that have been espoused in C S C W  and more recently in H C I (Hughes et al.,
1994). A  review o f  these studies show that, in some cases, researchers and designers 
have attempted to better understand the social complexities o f  technology-mediated
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activity and better depict the varied ways in which computers are used, for example, 
through the use o f  field studies and observational techniques. I argue, however, that re­
searchers and designers adopting these techniques struggle with the problems o f  gen­
erating knowledge that can be systematically applied in the design o f  mobile devices.
In mobile system design there appears to be a growing trend towards using some 
form o f  fieldwork or naturalistic observational technique to determine the needs o f  
users. Referring again to the H C I and mobile devices workshops (Brewster &  Dunlop, 
1999, August 31; Johnson, 1998, M ay  21), it is evident that a number o f  the presented 
design studies employ such techniques or methods. Davies, Mitchell, Cheverst and 
Blair (1998), for example, observed the work in a city’s tourist information centre 
and interviewed some o f  its members to generate the requirements for a portable, 
context sensitive tourist guide. Employing a more formal observational method called 
Contextual Inquiry, Vaananen-Vainio-Mattila and Ruuska (1998) elicited the require­
ments for the design o f  a mobile telephone’s user interface. Eldridge, Lamming,
Flynn, Jones and Pendleberry (1999) also used a range o f  observational methods to 
generate requirements and then prototype a system that allows users to access re­
motely stored documents. Like the early studies described by Eldridge et al., Brown, 
O ’Hara and Sellen (1999; 2000) also use both naturalistic data collection and diary 
studies to construct a taxonomy o f  the information capture activities that people per­
form. Interestingly, they present this early stage o f  data collection and analysis as quite 
distinct from the design o f  any specific device— focusing more broadly on the general 
aspects o f  information capture.
Studies o f  mobile technologies and/or mobile ‘w ork ’ incorporating observational 
techniques and related forms o f  analyses are also published elsewhere in the H C I lit­
erature.2 For example, numerous articles have been published describing the studies 
used to inform the design o f  the portable document reader, X Libris (Marshall, 1997; 
Schilit, Price, Golovchinsky, Tanaka, &  Marshall, 1999; Schilit, Golovchinsky, &  
Price, 1988). Grisedale, Graves and Griinsteidl (1997) also make use o f  extensive field 
study data to design the user interface for a portable device used by healthcare work­
ers in India. And, in quite a different context, Bellotti and B ly  (1996) recognise the 
extent and importance o f  mobility in office settings through the use o f  observational 
techniques and through interviews.
M aking a more general comment on mobile system design, L u ff  and Heath
(1998) describe three studies o f  mobile work settings they have undertaken. Notably,
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one o f  their overall conclusions is that mobile systems are frequently designed with 
a disregard for the interactional aspects o f  many activities and thus they often fail to 
achieve the desired benefits. Kristoffersen and Ljungberg (1999b) concur with this 
conclusion in a paper in which they present a system and technique called M O T IL E  
that they claim permits mobile systems to be better integrated into users’ work ac­
tivities. In considering mobile service and device design, Lacucci, Kuutti and Ranta 
(2000) are also in agreement with L u ff  and Heath. In what they claim to be the new  
challenges raised in designing for mobility, they make the case for a participatory ap­
proach to design in which people’s social and cultural activities are closely examined 
and used to contribute to design.
Departing somewhat from these design-focused work-studies, there is also a 
growing body o f  naturalistic research that attends to people’s technology-mediated 
accomplishments in greater detail. This research follows the tradition o f  sociological 
investigations o f  ‘situated’ action by employing ethnographically oriented approaches 
to produce accounts o f  work. Rather than aiming to attend to the design o f  specific de­
vices, the research seeks to uncover and report on the practically accomplished actions 
that are occasioned in people’s ordinary interactions (for various examples, see Brown  
et al., 2001).3 Weilenmann and her colleagues (e.g., Weilenmann, 2001; Weilenmann 
&  Larsson, 2001), for instance, have published accounts o f  the ways in which young 
people manage and organise their social encounters through the use o f  mobile tel­
ephones. Specifically, they pay heed to the conversations between young people in 
an attempt to characterise the role the mobile phone plays in everyday encounters. In 
an attempt to make practical use o f  their research, Weilenmann et al. have used their 
findings to offer various design suggestions for mobile devices. Unusual in this type 
o f  research, they have drawn from their findings to implement systems: systems in 
this case that might better develop and sustain social cohesion (Holmquist, Falk, &  
Wigstrom, 1999; Weilenmann, 2001).
Broadly, the reoccurring message in much o f  the work-study research is that 
an understanding o f  the social contexts in which work is done must be developed for 
mobile systems to be designed to meet people’s needs. Designers, it thus seems, must 
learn to adopt techniques that pay less immediate attention to the low -level func­
tionality or operations o f  mobile devices and that better account for social context. 
Emphasising this, L u ff  and Heath (1998) make the point that mobile systems are often 
designed to meet technical requirements such as physical portability and the ease with
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which they can be networked. However, these criteria, they argue, neglect the col­
laborative issues that can in fact determine whether a system performs sufficiently or 
whether it gets used at all.
The problem that the designers and researchers o f  mobile devices face in draw­
ing on naturalistic studies is how  to go about ensuring that their designs benefit from  
the use o f  qualitative descriptions o f  complex technology-mediated activity. A s  I have 
noted, interactive system designers, in general, have struggled to achieve observable 
benefits from using the interpretive work performed as part o f  naturalistic studies. The 
descriptive results o f  ethnographies, for instance, are thought not to directly contribute 
to design and can, in some cases, be a burden because they are not presented in a form  
that can be readily assimilated by designers (Hughes et al., 1994). This problem is par­
ticularly evident in those mobile system design projects where researchers or design­
ers have remained bound to traditional performance benchmarks that pay little to no 
heed o f  the social character o f  mobile device-mediated activities.
W here naturalistic studies have been incorporated into the design process there 
seems to be a lack o f  any systematic means to draw on the rich, qualitative descrip­
tions (Martin et al., 2001). The efforts made in mobile device design tend to offer 
design suggestions based on ad hoc intuitions or that have been derived through 
taxonomies 01* categories o f  users built up through the fieldwork (e.g., Roth, 2001). 
Predictably, the use o f  intuition fails to provide a systematic means o f  informing de­
sign and the use o f  abstractions, such as taxonomies, appear to lose sight o f  the com­
plexity o f  people’s social activities and resort to oversimplified depictions o f  the var­
ied and complex social interactions people participate in when employing technology. 
Those few  exceptions that have attended to the detail and complexity o f  social activity 
provide a further reminder o f  the problem faced in using the interpretive findings from  
naturalistic studies. Because o f  the descriptive character o f  their results, they provide 
little in the w ay  o f  the prescriptive offerings that are useful to design. Further, when 
attempts are made to incorporate them into the design process, they show little real 
evidence o f  providing benefits.
This sub-section has shown that there is a gap between the information prof­
fered by  naturalistic studies o f  work, which are essentially descriptive in form, and 
applicable design knowledge in mobile system design. Although the design papers dis­
cussed have attempted to bridge this gap, most o f  the methods employed are either ill 
equipped to deal with rich and detailed accounts o f  social interaction or lack any clear
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and systematic description o f  how  results o f  naturalistic studies can be incorporated 
into the design process.
In summary, this chapter has briefly outlined how  designers and researchers in 
H C I and C S C W  have become increasingly aware o f  the influence social context has 
on the use o f  technologies. In doing so, the chapter also raises the problem that those 
involved in designing technology face in using the findings from naturalistic stud-
need for an approach that is able to draw on the findings from naturalistic field studies 
to inform the design o f  mobile technologies. In the next chapter, I spend some time 
contemplating what attributes a design approach might have to meet this need. In this 
light, I review a number o f  design approaches and also explain my reasons for eventu­
ally choosing an approach to design based on activity theory.
Before I move onto the next chapter, I wish to draw attention to a number o f  
points that characterise the ethnographically informed naturalistic studies that have 
made their presence felt in the H C I and C S C W  literature. These w ill be key when I 
later explain why I chose to opt for the approach based on activity theory rather than 
the alternatives I discuss in the next chapter.
The first point I wish to make is that ethnographically informed naturalistic 
studies are, characteristically, concerned with social context and, in particular, the 
varied ways in which the activities that people perform are intricately woven together. 
Thus, those studies concerned with the use o f  technology are all about understanding 
the complexity o f  computer-supported activity and its diversity. A s  w e shall see, this 
has implications for those approaches to design that are overly reductive and model 
human behaviour in relatively mechanistic terms, governed by well-defined rules.
Because o f  their focus on the social, those technology oriented naturalistic stud­
ies that are based on the ethnographic method also seek to uncover the collaborative 
facets o f  computer-mediated activities. One o f  their central concerns is with how peo­
ple coordinate their actions through the use o f  technology and cooperate to accomplish 
particular goals. This has consequences for those approaches that are not designed
ies. The chapter has gone onto note how  this problem has persisted in a similar turn 
to the social made in mobile device design. The raising o f  this problem indicates the
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to account for the collaborative nature work and that attend, instead, to the ways in 
which single operators interact with computers.
Finally, I would like to reiterate that those who undertake ethnographically in­
formed naturalistic studies are (or at least should be) in the business o f  producing rich 
and detailed accounts o f  the everyday achievements performed by the peoples under 
investigation. The accounts are put together in an interpretive endeavour— amassed 
from the investigator’s attention to the detail o f  people’s actions— and take on a de­
scriptive style that reflects the impressions the investigator has built up in the field. 
Borrow ing from the philosopher Gilbert Ryle’s (1949) use o f  the term, the anthropolo­
gist Geertz (1973) has described ethnographic accounts as thick descriptions— de­
scriptions that express the richness o f  thought and reflection that the investigator puts 
into depicting the lived-in-world. In those studies that attend to the use o f  technology, 
then, the accounts are made up o f  “thick” descriptions that express the detail o f  the 
social accomplishments that are mediated by technology. This highlights the problem  
o f  compatibility between the accounts produced from naturalistic studies and those ap­
proaches to design that rely on quantitative data and explicit measurements to model 
human-machine performance.
(Footnotes)
1 For explanations and examples of ethnography in practice see Flinders & Mills (1993), 
Hammersley & Atkinson (1995), Hobbs (1993) and Wolcott (1995).
2 The view of ‘work’ taken in this thesis is similar to that provided by authors such as 
O’Brien et al. (1999). They see work as not necessarily restricted to the office and profes­
sional domains, but as the more general accomplishment “of ‘real-time, real-world’ ordi­
nary, everyday collaborative activity” (ibid., p. 283).
3 In this thesis a special meaning is assigned to the tenn occasioned. The term, as employed 
in ethnomethodology as well as other sociological forms of analyses, expresses the ways 
in which actions are reftexively produced in the moment and are thus contingent upon the 
situation in which they are produced.
3. Using Naturalistic Studies to Inform Design
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In the previous chapter, I raised a particular problem faced by mobile system 
researchers and designers. Emphasis was placed on the problems associated with 
designing mobile devices using the qualitative descriptions produced from naturalis­
tic studies. The intention o f  this thesis is to explore whether an existing approach to 
design provides the basis from which to overcome this problem o f  using naturalistic 
studies to inform design. The thesis, as an initial investigation, reports on how  I used 
the findings from an ethnographically oriented study o f  teenage mobile phone users to 
assess whether a design approach, based on activity theory, could successfully contrib­
ute to design. Broadly, it examines whether activity theory provided a viable method 
for informing the design o f  mobile devices using the findings from the study.
This chapter reveals how I came to choose the activity theory framework as a 
means to inform design. In the first section, I comment on a selection o f  five approach­
es to design that have been popularised in H C I and C S C W  and consider to what extent 
each o f  them allow  the rich and detailed descriptions produced from ethnographically 
informed naturalistic field studies to be systematically used to contribute to design.
To begin, I introduce and comment on task analysis, not because I believe it provides 
a solution to the problem o f  using the product o f  naturalistic studies to inform design, 
but because it serves to illustrate several reasons why traditional human-factors, work  
analysis techniques are ill equipped to do so. I then go onto look at three approaches 
that attempt, specifically, to account for the social character o f  computer-mediated 
activities: cognitive work analysis (C W A ), contextual design and inquiry, and eth- 
nomethodological orientations used to inform design. Lastly, I introduce activity theo­
ry, as an analytical framework for design, and explain how  I explored and ‘tested out’ 
the framework using the data I collected from the field study o f  teenagers.
B y  reviewing these five approaches to design, my aim is to further elucidate 
what might be the key characteristics o f  an approach that is able accommodate the 
findings produced from ethnographically informed naturalistic studies. It is, more 
precisely, to pin down what it is about an approach that might allow  it to take into ac­
count and incorporate the rich and detailed descriptions that I produced o f  teenagers’ 
phone-mediated activities through the fieldwork.
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In the second section o f  this chapter, I discuss several implications that arise 
from my review o f  the five approaches to design. The implications summarise those 
characteristics a design approach might have to successfiilly incorporate the findings 
from naturalistic studies. In doing so they also offer a means to select and judge the 
suitability o f  an approach that aims to incorporate such findings. To conclude the sec­
tion, I go onto explain how  I came to choose the activity theoiy framework as a design 
approach. I explain that the arguments put forward in the literature and my initial ef­
forts with using activity theory indicated to me that the framework had several o f  the 
characteristics needed to successfiilly incorporate naturalistic descriptions.
Five Approaches to Design
B e f o r e  I present the five approaches to design, I wish to raise three points that 
have been influential in my review. The first is that my intention here has not been to 
put forward a comprehensive review  o f  the design methods and frameworks available 
in H C I and C SC W . There are a vast array o f  possibilities that I have not been able to 
attend to here, including, for example, the task-oriented technique o f  scenario-based 
design (e.g., Carroll, 2000; 1995; Carroll &  Rosson, 1992); the cooperative and itera­
tive design practices, that make up participatory design (e.g., Bodker &  Gronbask, 
1991b; Bodker, Nielsen, &  Petersen, 2000) and those approaches associated with the 
research on distributed cognition1 (e.g., Hollan, Hutchins, &  Kirsh, 2000; Hutchins, 
1995; Ross, Ramage, &  Rogers, 1995). M y  reason for choosing the approaches I have 
is that I feel they are illustrative o f  the broad trends that have prevailed in H C I and 
C S C W  and sufficiently demonstrate the problems faced by researchers and designers 
who wish to draw on the findings from naturalistic studies.
The second point I wish to make is to do with the views I have taken o f  the se­
lected design approaches. It should be noted that my comments on and criticisms o f  
the presented approaches are made with the design o f  mobile devices and appliances 
in mind. Thus, the comments and criticisms should be seen as targeted at the use o f  
these approaches in studies o f  a broad range o f  social contexts and not just work set­
tings. In particular, they should not be seen as levelled at their use in highly structured, 
mission critical application domains where very specific criteria and operational de­
mands are often made explicit. In these domains, various work analysis approaches to 
design have been w idely used.
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In the last point, I wish to make clear the three sources o f  information I drew  
on to form my judgments o f  the design approaches. One, I drew on the points I made 
earlier about the characteristics o f  ethnographically informed naturalistic studies. 
Outlining the main concerns in naturalistic studies and the types o f  findings that they 
produce, these points indicate the basic attributes a design approach must have to ac­
commodate ethnographically informed findings. Two, I drew on the comments that 
have been made about the approaches in the H C I and C S C W  literature. A  large body 
o f literature already exists that attends to the problems various design approaches have 
with using the results from naturalistic studies. A nd  three, the early stages o f  my data 
collection and analysis o f  teenage mobile phone users informed my judgements o f  two 
approaches in particular: C W A  and the activity theory framework. I ‘trialled’ both 
approaches as the fieldwork was being conducted in an attempt to determine which 
might be better suited to the naturalistic data being collected.
Task Analysis
Task analysis (T A ) covers a broad range o f  techniques and it is thus not easy to 
summarise thoroughly, nor is it within the scope o f  this review  to do so. However, T A  
does involve an underlying process in which the range o f  possible techniques is ap­
plied. In this review, I w ill briefly summarise this process and discuss its suitability 
with respect to incorporating the results from naturalistic studies. For thorough de­
scriptions o f  task analysis and its respective techniques see Meister (1985) or Kirwan  
and Ainsworth (1992).
T A  has a relatively long tradition in systems design and human factors (i.e., the 
discipline concerned with human-machine interaction). The methodology was founded 
by R. B . M iller in 1952 and has since been applied, predominately, in process control 
environments such as power plant control rooms, air-traffic control and military con­
trol systems, and to a lesser extent in H C I (Shepard, 1995). The overall puipose o f  T A  
is to compare the demands that the system places on the operator with the capabilities 
o f the operator and to alter the demands i f  necessary.
The T A  process consists o f  the collection o f  data from the work domain and the 
subsequent representation and analysis o f  the data. Simulations based on the data can 
also be performed to gain a better understanding o f  the work domain. Throughout the 
stages o f  a system’s life cycle (i.e., specification, implementation and decommission­
ing), T A  is used to address various human factors issues ranging from decisions on the
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allocation o f  function to interface design and performance assurance. For each o f  these 
issues a range o f  techniques can be used for the collection, representation and analysis 
o f  data. For example, hierarchical task analysis is a representational technique used to 
describe the tasks that are performed and is particularly appropriate for determining 
how  the overall goals o f  the system should be met. Alternatively, control/display anal­
ysis is an information collection method suitable for gathering data about the physical 
characteristics o f  an interface.
One o f  the main criticisms o f  T A  is that its related techniques do not adequately 
account for unpredictable behaviours and interactions. Vicente (1999) claims that the 
results o f  most T A  techniques are used to prescribe a set o f  actions needed to achieve 
a pre-determined outcome. A  system designed using these techniques would require 
a user to fo llow  a specific set o f  instructions to operate a device and achieve a de­
fined goal. This instruction-based approach is a poor solution in complex social set­
tings where interaction is very much at the discretion o f  users and the behaviours and 
thoughts o f  users can vary considerably. According to Bannon &  Bodker (1991), T A  
is incapable o f  accommodating the ‘tacit’ understandings that people use to get work  
done and the various ways in which conditions affect the ongoing accomplishment o f  
activity.
There is also a further major problem with TA. Because the prescriptive-tech- 
niques used in T A  focus on the tasks that people perform and because these tasks are, 
at least in part, defined by the technologies used, the results o f  any analysis are highly 
dependent upon existing technological solutions. Vicente (1999) uses the phrase de- 
vice-dependence to describe these forms o f  analyses that make assumptions contingent 
upon the type o f  technology being used. H e claims that the use o f  such analyses raises 
a fundamental logical problem in design. The problem arises because the tasks needed 
to operate a device are only a small set o f  those that might be used to achieve a final 
goal. Thus any design solutions derived from these forms o f  analyses can only provide 
a limited set o f  operational instructions and cannot provide a means o f  achieving a 
goal that is independent o f  technology.
The instruction-based approach and device-dependent forms o f  analyses used 
in T A  indicate that, as a method, it fails to provide systematic procedures to accom­
modate the rich naturalistic descriptions o f  social activity into the design process. T A  
depicts a set sequence or, i f  you like, “rationalised ideal” model for how  an activity 
might be accomplished, but is incapable o f  capturing and depicting the vast number
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o f possibilities that might deviate from this ideal and the ways in which the activity’s 
ongoing progress might be contingent upon the situation at hand (Vicente, 1999, p.
89). In T A  it is assumed that users w ill fo llow  “procedural compliance” when operat­
ing technologies (Vicente, 1999, p. 63), complying with ‘ideal’ and ‘rational’ models 
o f  interaction. Because the techniques in T A  rely on limited descriptions o f  device­
dependent tasks, they fail to account for the complexities imposed on action by the 
social environment (Carstensen &  Schmidt, 1993). Indeed, it could w ell be that TA, 
because o f  its central concern with abstracting and ‘decontextualising’ tasks, obscures 
the broad range o f  people’s ‘real-time, real-world’ social achievements that naturalistic 
studies aim to capture (Hughes et al., 1994).
A s  a final point, T A  can vary quite considerably in its cost effectiveness. It can 
be used at a relatively abstract level to depict tasks so that a general picture can be 
formed o f  the activity under study. The relative ease with which such depictions can 
be used to characterise an application domain is one likely reason for the popularity 
o f  T A  in human factors. A  thorough TA, however, can be a time consuming process, 
particularly where complex activities are being modelled. The hierarchies can have to 
be depicted to numerous levels o f  granularity and the notation system is often arduous 
and difficult to follow. Various forms o f  T A  can also have to be undertaken, including 
cognitive modelling approaches, placing significant demands on the investigator. Such 
efforts are possibly justified in safety or mission critical domains but are unlikely to be 
cost effective in complex social settings where measures o f  performance or productiv­
ity are unclear 01* in constant flux.
Cognitive Work Analysis
Cognitive work analysis (C W A ) has been developed, in part, because o f  the 
problems with methods such as task analysis. It was first proposed by Rasmussen, 
Pejtersen and Goodstein (1994) as a framework for work analysis. Recently, Vicente
(1999) has written a thorough description o f  the framework and it is his description 
that has provided me with the information I w ill present on this topic.
C W A  is described by Vicente as a formative” framework that aims to identify 
the technological and organisational requirements that must be satisfied for a device 
to support work effectively (Vicente, 1999, p. 110). The term “formative” is used 
because the approach taken focuses on modelling the work constraints that exist in a 
particular domain with the aim o f  determining the scope o f  effective work practices.
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This is in contrast to the instruction-based techniques used in T A  that aim to define the 
detailed design o f  a device and the behaviours necessary for it to be operated.
The C W A  framework itself is made up o f  five conceptual components: work  
domain, control task, strategies, social organisation and co-operation, and worker 
competencies. The first three components are used to describe the characteristics o f  
the problem demands that must be solved. The last two components— social organisa­
tion and co-operation, and worker competencies— describe the characteristics o f  the 
organisation and actors who w ill be responsible for satisfying the problem demands. 
The extent to which the two groups o f  components compliment each other determines 
the effectiveness o f  the system.
The result o f  the analyses at each o f  the five conceptual levels is a set o f  gener­
alised models. It is through the analyses used to develop these models and the models 
themselves that the action boundaries are introduced that delimit the work constraints 
o f the domain. A fter the formulation o f  the action boundaries and work constraints, 
the designers make their first pass at the designs. Each model informs the design o f  
the system at the various levels o f  abstraction ranging from the relationship between 
the system and environment down to the low-level design o f  the system’s components. 
The designs o f  the system are then handed over to the eventual users who, along with 
the designers, iterate through the designs using their own expertise and knowledge. 
This form o f  distributed control o f  the design process is seen as critical to the success 
o f  C W A .
C W A  is claimed to be particularly well suited to the demands o f  sociotechnical 
systems— domains that are highly dynamic and where the domain is populated with 
a diverse and intricately related set o f  users. To model these complex systems, C W A  
uses a number o f  well-defined procedures. The order in which these procedures are 
performed is structured so that the ecological constraints o f  the work domain are mod­
elled first followed by the modelling o f  the cognitive constraints. This ensures that the 
work environment is given a primary role in defining the constraints o f  action.
Focusing on the constraints placed on actions, C W A  provides a basis for design­
ing systems that allow users to work in idiosyncratic ways. A  basic premise in C W A  is 
that the derived system should sufficiently reveal its current state and the boundaries 
o f  action that can be performed to achieve a chosen goal. Yet, C W A  does not dictate 
one specific procedure for how  the user must achieve that goal. The boundaries o f  ac­
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tion, explicit in a system’s design, shape the behaviours that can be performed, but do 
so in a w ay  that allows for a range o f  actions and that is sensitive to the context o f use. 
A s  I suggested earlier, this recognition o f  the inherent variability in the w ay people 
work is essential in understanding computer-mediated activity in a social context.
It should be apparent that C W A  uses explicit and systematic procedures for de­
picting the intrinsic constraints o f  an entire work domain, including those constraints 
that are imposed by the environment. One problem that arises from C W A ’s attempt to 
cover the higher-level organisational and ecological facets o f  a work domain as well 
as the low -level mental processes, however, is that is becomes a cumbersome and 
demanding framework to employ. Vicente acknowledges that “to conduct a C W A  for 
a complex sociotechnical system could take a incredible amount o f  effort” (Vicente, 
1999, p. 351). This effort is likely to be made up o f  both time and analytical resources. 
Clearly, C W A  requires a considerable investment in time to perform the necessary 
stages in each o f  the five levels. The stages are, in addition, analytically taxing, as 
they demand specific and often deep knowledge o f  both the domain and the modelling 
tools used. Vicente proposes that either the use o f  computer-based tools or “prototypi­
cal templates” o f  particular domains may provide a solution to easing the demands on 
investigators using C W A .
Despite the prospect o f  its potential demands, my early impression o f  C W A  was 
that it provided a suitable framework for incorporating the findings from naturalistic 
studies. Indeed, Vicente (1999), himself, writes one o f  C W A ’s aims is to incorporate 
approaches that take descriptive perspectives, such as ethnography, into the formative 
descriptions o f  work practice. It was this projected position as well as my overall im­
pression that led me believe that the costs o f  undertaking C W A  might be outweighed 
by its potential comprehensiveness and consequently that C W A  was a candidate 
framework to use in my thesis. Thus, I made several attempts during the early stages 
o f  my fieldwork to fo llow  C W A ’s top-down modelling tools. Through these attempts 
to work with C W A ’s procedures, however, I came across a number o f  hurdles that 
eventually deterred me from adopting it.
First and foremost, despite Vicente’s claim, I found that C W A  lacked any de­
fined mechanism for incorporating the findings from naturalistic studies into its frame­
work. A t best, Vicente indicates that the results from field studies be used to build 
classification schemes o f  people’s problem-solving activities that are commensurate 
with C W A ’s modelling tools. The problem with this approach, however, is that it pre­
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supposes that fieldwork be undertaken with a priori assumptions about human mental 
processing and activity in mind. I found, in my own experiences, that C W A ’s assump­
tions prescribed what I should look for in fieldwork and also how  I collected and in­
terpreted data. Thus, rather than secure a commitment to the naturalistic position, that 
aims to be interpretative in nature and have theory ‘emerge’ from the field data, the 
use o f  these assumptions in undertaking the fieldwork limited what data could be seen 
as relevant and what theories could be developed. For the same reasons, C W A ’s theo­
retical assumptions also made it impossible to systematically draw upon the rich and 
detailed descriptions produced from the fieldwork. In C W A ’s favour, Vicente makes 
it quite clear that the framework is an overarching approach that seeks to incorporate 
various methods rather than replace them. This caveat, however, does not resolve 
C W A ’s limited capacity to incorporate findings from naturalistic studies.
In practice, I also found that the imposition o f  models o f  organisational and 
mental functioning onto the domain and its actors was somewhat troubling because 
it meant that those efforts made in C W A  to leave the system open and based on con­
straints rather than fixed patterns o f  action were somewhat thwarted. W hen I came 
to apply the C W A  framework to the data collected through the fieldwork, I found the 
models left little room for the variability in teenager’s technology-mediated activi­
ties and, at least partially, obscured the complex and unforeseen 01* unpredictable 
actions that took place in particular contexts. I found its use o f  particular modelling 
techniques appeared to take a limited v iew  o f  how  teenagers went about taking in and 
organising the information they used to accomplish activities. The models imposed 
restricted representations o f  the ways teenagers made sense o f  mobile phones and, 
consequently, how  they went about using them.
The models that resulted from the C W A  analysis, for instance, revealed teenag­
er’s phone-mediated activities as fairly procedural and relying on standardised mental 
processes. For example, my use o f  both the decision ladder and the abstraction-de- 
composition space (Rasmussen, 1985; Rasmussen et al., 1994) to characterise the 
ways teenagers operationalised their decision making activities and followed particu­
lar problem-solving trajectories placed immediate constraints on how  their phone-me­
diated tasks could be seen to be accomplished. They did not capture what I found to be 
the complex and diverse ways in which teenagers appeared to ‘assemble’ their actions 
in the moment and think about phones in ways that were dependent upon the social 
context.
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A  further problem I found with the C W A  framework was that it characterised 
technologies as distinct mechanical systems, simply employed in the systematic ac­
complishment o f  work. In applying its modelling tools, I found what the framework 
was unable to reflect was the variable understandings o f  what mobile phones meant to 
teenagers in their social lives. I came to realise in carrying out the fieldwork that not 
only did the mobile phone influence teenagers’ behaviours, but also that their social 
activities and interactions shaped the meanings, orderings and thus uses o f  the phone. 
The ethnographic orientation offered a prime vantage point from which to reveal and 
underscore this ‘reflexive’ role technology has in social life (for further discussion on 
this topic see, for example, Button, 1993a; M acKenzie &  Wajcman, 1999).2 However, 
relying on its formalised and structured modelling tools, I struggled to use C W A  to 
‘get to grips’ with such a contribution. I found its reliance on individualistic and for­
mal models o f  mental functioning prevented me from using C W A  to account for those 
meanings and understandings that appear to be socially constituted in teenagers’ use o f  
mobile phones.
A s  a final point, it is worth noting that the emphasis in C W A  is clearly placed 
on work rather than social activity. The primary concerns thus tend to be with the ef­
ficiency o f  a task and its productivity. A s  I noted in Chapter 2 , these properties are less 
easy to define and possibly less significant in those social activities that are not nec­
essarily concerned with performance as it is understood in terms o f  work. This issue 
became particularly salient in attempting to use C W A  with the fieldwork data collected 
on teenagers and their use o f  mobile phones. In undertaking the fieldwork, I came 
to see that teenagers were equally i f  not more concerned with issues relating to the 
phone’s role in social occasions rather than with its efficiency in performing specific 
operations. Indeed, as I w ill reveal later, teenagers appeared to make use o f  a number 
o f  the phone’s apparent ‘inefficiencies’ to participate in particular social practices.
In sum, my efforts with C W A  indicated that it was not a suitable framework to 
incorporate the naturalistic accounts produced from my study o f  teenagers’ mobile 
phone use. I found the framework was not able to reflect the particular, as well as 
peculiar, ways in which teenagers were shown, through the field study, to use their 
phones. N o r was it able to incorporate the manner in which phone use was shown 
to be socially constituted. Instead, I found that it obscured the finer points made in 
the accounts through the imposition o f  structured schemas o f  activity and predefined 
models o f  human processing. For instance, I found the framework, with its reliance 011
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formalised models that reflect the cognitive and organisational constraints placed on a 
task, could not express the ways in which the teenagers appeared to demonstrate par­
ticular phone-mediated activities as social achievements or how  they came to socially 
sanction right and proper conduct.
Contextual Inquiry <&Design
Offering a means to synthesise qualitative fieldwork techniques with design, 
Contextual Inquiry and Design (Beyer &  Holtzblatt, 1998) seeks, explicitly, to tackle 
the problem o f  accounting for social context in interactive system design. Specifically, 
it aims to understand users’ in social settings through in situ field studies and then to 
produce design requirements using successive treatments o f  the field study data. It also 
serves to contribute to the design process through integration with particular design 
methods, such as participatory design,3 and support evaluation as part o f  an iterative 
prototyping cycle.
The claim made is that the successive transitions applied to the field study data 
preserve the essence o f  the social character o f  work whilst orienting the findings in 
such a w ay that they are informative for design. The sorts o f  methods employed in this 
process o f  transition are centred on ‘work modelling’— the production o f  graphical 
depictions aimed at representing the detailed information gathered through the field 
studies.
In the early stages o f  contextual inquiry, several distinct models are produced 
from the fieldwork interviews and observations. The various models are then consoli­
dated to display an organisation’s common strategies and goals whilst retaining and 
ordering the differences captured in the qualitative descriptions. From this overview  
efforts are made to determine how  technologies might be redesigned or developed to 
improve work practices. Eventually, the coordinated efforts o f  designers and members 
o f the studied organisation contribute to design proposals that are tested out as early 
prototypes or ‘mock-ups’ .
One o f  the significant benefits o f  contextual design is that it offers an accessible 
and flexible w ay for designers to get to grips with the w ay context impinges on work  
practice. The founders o f  the approach have gone to great lengths to structure it so 
that the stages can be systematically followed and implemented. They also manage to 
build flexibility into its application so that the various methods and modelling tech­
niques can be applied 011 an as needed basis.
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Because o f  its accessibility and flexibility, contextual design has received a con­
siderable amount o f  attention amongst interactive system designers and software de­
velopers. Its focus on application, through relatively manageable and discrete stages, 
has proved to be particularly popular in corporate and organisational settings. Indeed, 
the frequent reference to business terms such as customers, management, markets, or­
ganisations, etc., in contextual inquiry would suggest it has its sights on contributing 
to the design o f  systems used in corporate and organisational settings.
It is the preoccupation contextual inquiry has with system use and design and its 
orientation towards the understanding o f  organisational work processes that leads me 
to question whether it is intended to bridge the gap between naturalistic approaches, 
such as ethnographies, and design. To my mind, rather than seeking to discover how  
rich and detailed descriptions o f  social activity might contribute to design, contextual 
inquiry aims to bring the methods for studying and depicting social activity closer to 
the concerns o f  design and business. That is, it reorients (and arguably simplifies) the 
approaches to studying and representing social contexts so that they are more amena­
ble to the aims and goals o f  work practices in business environments.
Without doubt, this has its uses, providing a lightweight means for designers to 
get at qualitative understandings o f  how  technology-mediated activities are socially 
accomplished and the problems that are faced in system design. The techniques and 
schemes that contextual inquiry employ, however, to some extent limit its ability to 
‘unravel’ the complex cultural and social factors that constitute an activity by restrict­
ing its concerns to the business context. A s  I understand it, because the analytical tools 
are oriented towards business concerns, they can only provide a restricted position 
from which to understand activity; people’s means o f  achieving actions are viewed  
from a narrow perspective (where intentions and goals are defined in the business con­
text) and thus the diversity o f  activity can only be partially uncovered.
In terms o f  the study o f  teenagers I undertook, for instance, I would argue that 
the form o f  fieldwork encouraged in contextual inquiry and the methods used in the 
depiction o f  field study data weaken two o f  the main contributions that can be made 
using naturalistic studies— namely, the detailed interpretations and the production o f  
rich descriptive accounts. W hat the findings from the study revealed was that teenag­
ers’ phone-mediated actions were often carried out not only to improve performance 
or efficiency, but also for more subtle reasons— reasons that may not have been imme­
diately apparent through the sorts o f  modelling tools employed in contextual inquiry.
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For example, through the field work I discovered that predictive text entry (a  system 
for simplifying and increasing the speed o f  text input) was being used by teenagers to 
compose text messages. Occasionally, however, it was found that teenagers chose to 
turn o ff  the predictive text entry system after its use and rework their messages, short­
ening words using abbreviations and acronyms for example. A t first sight this could be 
interpreted as an effort to shorten messages to fit them into the 160 character limit im­
posed on messages sent over the existing digital network. Through further inspection, 
it was discovered that this reworking o f  a message was, however, also used to craft the 
content in particular ways for recipients. Thus, particular abbreviations would be used 
for some friends and not for others, and family members would have a different syntax 
again. M essage composition was thus not solely about performance and efficiency but 
also to do with who the teenagers were writing messages to.
Relying on simplified and prescriptive methods for collecting and analysing 
data, contextual inquiry is unlikely to capture the detail or offer the analytical insight 
necessary to discover these sorts o f  qualities o f  social activity. This is demonstrated 
in what is termed the cultural model used in contextual inquiry. The graphical model 
is constructed using ‘bubbles’ that represent the cultural ‘pressures’ that are put on or 
exist between organisations. To reflect the influence these pressures have upon one 
another the model uses arrows that are labelled “with language representing the ex­
perience o f  the people who do the work” (Beyer &  Holtzblatt, 1998, p. 112). In the 
model, lightening bolts are used to indicate harmful or counterproductive influences. 
Although this model attempts to capture the ‘cultural context’ in which work is done, 
it can only do so, at best, superficially because it is only designed to operate at a high- 
level o f  detail. It cannot, for example, uncover the detail that reveals why technologies 
are employed to accomplish particular cultural practices and how  they do so.
A s  an example, the cultural model illustrates that contextual inquiry, through 
prescribing methods that serve to oversimplify human activity, obscures the detail 
made available through naturalistic studies; what is lost in contextual inquiry is the ca­
pacity to build up the rich, detailed and interpretive descriptions that are the very thing 
that make ethnographically informed studies distinct and, to my mind, valuable. What 
is lost are Geertz’s (1973) ‘thick descriptions’ ; that is, those interpretive descriptions 
that the field worker renders through the “elaborate venture” in ethnography. In short, 
such methods used in contextual inquiry demonstrate that the accounts that result from  
naturalistic studies can be glossed over at the price o f  making methods accessible to
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designers and suitable for domains where efficiency and productivity are o f  primary 
importance.
A  further point that I wish to make is that in contextual inquiry, as in C W A , it is 
implied that technology has a static but central role in defining social organisation and 
work practice. Because o f  its concerns with design and modelling work, it is my belie f 
that contextual inquiry does not offer the means to capture the complex ways in which 
technologies can shape people’s social activities and how technologies can come to 
be understood in different ways. In terms o f  the field study’s findings, I would argue 
that contextual inquiry does not have the capacity to account for the ways teenagers 
seemed to ‘set-up’ and ‘re-purpose’ their phone-mediated actions so that they could 
be seen as legitimate and warranted in particular occasions. In short, I believe that 
the methods used in contextual inquiiy have the potential to obscure the social value 
o f  technology and thus they are unable to fully ‘recover’ what it is about technolo­
gies that make them routinely used and commonplace in people’s everyday, practical 
achievements.
Ethnomethodological orientations
These criticisms o f  contextual inquiry bring me to a set o f  approaches to design 
that rely on an ethnomethodological orientation to studying technology use. Unlike  
contextual inquiry, these approaches aim, specifically, to ‘get at’ the detail o f  peo­
p le ’s ordinary accomplishments and how their taken for granted understandings con­
tribute to the particular ways in which technologies get used. Broadly speaking, the 
approaches can be grouped because o f  their common reliance on the programme o f 
ethnomethodology, a research programme founded by Harold Garfinkel in the 1960s 
and set against what was seen to be the problematic o f  sociology (Garfinkel, 1960, 
1967). Garfinkel, along with numerous successors, sought (and still seek) to demon­
strate that sociology’s preoccupations with theorising, formal empiricism and explana­
tory principles neglect the ways in which people routinely produce and reproduce 
their own methods— ‘ethno-methods’— for making everyday life orderly. Rather than 
working to impose any external structure on social life, Garfinkel laid (and still lays) 
out a programme to investigate how  people “encounter and manage a social world-in- 
common” through the locally contingent, practical actions that they perform (Heritage, 
1984, p. 139).
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In the following, I briefly summarise the main points o f  ethnomethodology.4 To 
review its contribution to interactive system design, I then review several approaches 
in H C I and C S C W  that have taken an ethnomethodological orientation.
B y  drawing on data collected through ethnographies and, to a lesser extent, sim­
ple recordings o f  conversational talk, the programme o f  ethnomethodology sets out to 
‘recover’ how  it is that social ‘order’ is routinely produced and managed in naturally 
occurring settings. ‘O rder’ in these terms refers to a particular situation’s organisation 
and the structures and rules that preserve that organisation. Ethnomethodology is thus 
concerned with the detail o f  ‘situated’ action and how  the accomplishments o f  practi­
cal actions both constitute and make available people’s commonsense reasonings.
A n  underlying premise in ethnomethodology is that social action is, unavoid­
ably, an accountable accomplishment. That is, actions are produced, made observ­
able and judged against what is seen to be the taken for granted order o f  an occasion. 
Through his own work, Garfinkel demonstrated that the common stock, taken for 
granted knowledge-—or commonsense— used to both produce and warrant account­
able action, is constituted through what he referred to as the documentary method o f  
interpretation. This key insight in ethnomethodology presents the v iew  that actions, 
talk and the like operate together within an occasion to constitute a recognisable order 
that relies on and, at the same time, invokes a commonsense reading o f  the occasion.
There are several crucial points to be drawn from this understanding o f  the ‘oc­
casioned’ production o f  order and commonsense. First, actions— including talk— must 
be seen as having indexical properties. That is, the w ay actions and talk are under­
stood is thought to be dependent upon the specific context o f  an occasion. This point, 
referring to what is known as the indexicality o f  action, supposes that not only are the 
meaning and production o f  action and language dependent upon the social context, 
but so to are commonsense understandings. Such a view  indicates that an occasion’s 
order and meaning are constituted, through the participation in action, in an ongoing 
procedural manner. A  further related point is that the orderly accomplishment o f  ac­
tion in turn serves to make action demonstrably accountable and rational; by invok­
ing commonsense understandings, actions serve to occasion a ‘normal’ order through 
which they can be held to account. This reflexivity o f  situated action means that, as an 
occasion unfolds, its order and the commonsense understandings employed are con­
stantly being revised. One final point is that the ‘methods’ people use to order their ac­
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tions and make themselves accountable are tacitly performed, simply because they are 
commonsensical, taken-for-granted, everyday matters.
The approaches that draw on ethnomethodology to understand work and inform  
design owe a great deal to Suchman’s monograph Plans and Situated Actions (1987) 
in which she demonstrates the strength o f  using naturalistic methods to study technol­
ogy in use. Suchman convincingly argues that the task-based and goal-oriented models 
routinely used in H C I disregard the ‘fluidity’ o f  action and the ways in which people’s 
understandings and uses o f  technologies undergo continuous reappraisal as an occa­
sion unfolds. Through her own studies o f  photocopier users, Suchman illustrates how  
users plan their actions in ways that are contingent upon an occasion’s circumstances. 
She also reveals how  plans serve to make conduct demonstrably ordered and account­
able and are produced through the ordinary commonsense reasonings that emerge in 
practical action.
Suchman’s arguments put forth a strong case for naturalistic studies and, specifi­
cally, an ethnomethodological position to be taken to understanding computer-medi­
ated activity. Her work has led to numerous workplace studies undertaken at Xerox 
PARC and EuroPARC laboratories in particular, where Suchman and her colleagues 
first laid the groundwork for an ethnomethodologically informed v iew  o f  technology- 
mediated action. These efforts have, by and large, taken the shape o f  what Button and 
Dourish (1996) refer to as ethnomethodological accounts o f  workplace activity. For 
example, Harper (1998) has produced a thorough account o f  document use within the 
IM F  (International Monetary Fund), with a view  to understanding how  organisational 
work centres around the production and ‘flow ’ o f  documents. Heath and L u ff  (1996) 
have investigated the use o f  patient records in primary health care, commenting on 
the reasons why the qualities o f  paper mean that records continue to be kept in paper 
format. Button, Sharrock and Bowers (Bowers, Button, &  Sharroek, 1995; Button &  
Sharrock, 1997) have concerned themselves with how understandings come to be em­
bedded in the physical artefacts employed on the ‘shop floor’ in the printing industry, 
and how  these embodied understandings come to shape the ongoing, collaborative ac­
complishment o f  print work.
Despite the proliferation o f  these accounts there is, as yet, no clear indication 
that ethnomethodological orientations provide what it takes to accomplish ‘good’ de­
sign. The problem seems to be that ethnomethodologically informed descriptions o f  
situated activity can often be impenetrable for designers and relatively divorced from
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the project o f  design (Dourish &  Button, 1998). It is thus not surprising that those ac­
counts that have been published have stood on their own with few  designs having di­
rectly resulted from them.
A  commonly used solution to this problem is to adopt a process in which design­
ers learn directly from ethnomethodologists (Button &  Dourish, 1996). This process 
consists o f  ethnomethodologists, having performed fieldwork, working directly with 
designers on both design and evaluation. A n  example o f  this is a study described by  
Bentley et al. (1992), in which ethnographic studies o f  air traffic control were used to 
inform the design o f  a flight database. A s  Button and Dourish (1996) point out, one 
problem with this approach is that the value o f  ethnomethodology is lost. The eth- 
nomethodologist simply acts as an ‘expert’ o f  the studied domain and its members and 
is thus unable to contribute many o f  the insights that can be gleaned through an eth­
nomethodological description o f  action.
Because o f  the problems faced in uniting ethnomethodology and design, several 
schemes have been proposed for a systematic means o f ‘parsing’ ethnomethodologi­
cal descriptions so that they can directly inform design. Researchers from the social 
and computer science departments at Lancaster University, for example, have been in­
volved in an ongoing project to detail and demonstrate how  ethnomethodological stud­
ies can be systematically drawn on to inform design. Hughes et al. (1994) have sought 
to distinguish four roles ethnomethodological ethnographies can take in the design 
lifecycle: concurrent ethnography, quick and dirty ethnography, evaluative ethnogra­
phy and the re-examination o f  previous studies. Effort has also gone into investigating 
how  ethnomethodologically informed ethnographic data might be presented to system 
designers using, for instance, the representational tools o f  software engineering (V iller 
&  Sommerville, 1999).
Elsewhere, several alternative approaches have also been explored. Pycock, 
Palfreyman, Allanson, and Button (1998), for example, have set about presenting eth­
nomethodological findings using an elaborate virtual reality (V R ) interface. The pro­
posed V R  system enables ethnographic findings to be displayed so that they bring the 
depicted workplace to ‘life ’ . It also provides an environment in which to visualise pos­
sible design solutions by allowing them to be assessed in terms o f  existing or newly  
designed processes. M aking a significant departure from the attempts made to use eth­
nomethodological descriptions to inform design, Button and Dourish (1996; Dourish  
&  Button, 1998) propose an orientation they call technomethodology, in which they
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suggest that design and ethnomethodology be combined at a ‘foundational’ level.
They argue that system design must be, in a sense, recast so that it can incorporate the 
underlying principles o f  ethnomethodology. Very much at a formative stage, their ori­
entation still requires clarification and a more precise indication o f  how  they intend to 
achieve such a significant and fundamental change in design.
The various efforts that have gone into drawing on ethnomethodology 
for the purposes o f  design have shown promise in their capacity to move 
ethnomethodologically informed findings on from purely descriptive accounts o f  
social activity. However, for the most part, they remain only partial or incomplete 
solutions to the project o f  design. The ethnomethodological orientations continue to 
struggle with the problem o f  producing defined design suggestions through system­
atic means. Their orientation towards descriptive rather than prescriptive methods and 
their interest in the minutiae o f  interaction appear incommensurate with the generali­
sations and abstractions usually deployed to produce design requirements.
Attending to this problem, considerable emphasis has been placed on represent­
ing the findings from ethnomethodological studies or defining their role in design. For 
instance, both the works from Hughes et al. (1994) and Button and Dourish (1996; 
Dourish &  Button, 1998) do w ell to indicate the relationship ethnomethodological 
studies can have with design. However, they remain unable to reveal how  it is that de­
sign can be informed in practice.
A  further problem with the ethnomethodological orientations to design is that 
they can require intensive efforts from researchers, demanding a mastery o f  skills that 
are usually unavailable to ethnomethodologists or that they are unable to invest in. For 
example, the production o f  systems such as Pycock et al.’s (1998) V R  environment 
demands knowledge o f  development tools such as V R M L  (virtual reality mark-up lan­
guage). The recognition Pycock et al. (ibid .) make o f  this drawback, in suggesting 2D  
as an alternative to 3D environments, offers small hope for non-programmers or those 
unable to afford support from software developers.
Finally, the work on ethnomethodological contributions to design appear to 
have avoided any discussion o f  a clear means to assess or evaluate design solutions 
against the qualitative findings advanced from the ethnomethodological position. The 
tendency is either to stay away from talk o f  evaluation or to suppose that affects o f  
hypothetical solutions can be gleaned from the deep ethnomethodologically informed
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understandings o f  a work setting. The former is clearly unsatisfactory and the latter 
lacks the systematic structure that might allow  it to be employed as a general strategy 
for evaluation.
Overall, the ethnomethodological orientation has stimulated much thought and 
discussion in interactive system design and continues to play a significant role in 
design practice. Despite the various deficiencies I have noted, the approach and the 
ongoing participation in ethnomethodologically informed studies continue to highlight 
the value a naturalistic stance can have in efforts to understand the use o f  technology. 
There is, however, an argument put forth in the H C I literature that opposes the whole­
sale adoption o f  the ethnomethodological position in naturalistic studies undertaken 
for the purposes o f  design. Comparing ethnomethodology with activity theory and 
distributed cognition, Nardi (1996c) argues that the concern for the minutiae o f  oc­
casioned activity in ethnomethodology, as w ell as the recognition that order is consti­
tuted in and through the accomplishment o f  ‘situated’ action, appears at odds with the 
making o f  any generalised claims about human-computer interactions. She claims that 
this limits the value ethnomethodology can have in design because it indicates that 
any findings can only be viewed as specific to a situation.
W hat is essentially a problem o f  generalisation has not gone unnoticed in the 
H C I and C S C W  literature. In an explicit attempt to represent generalised patterns 
or themes within and between work settings uncovered through ethnomethodologi­
cal studies o f  computer-mediated work, Martin et al. (Martin et al., 2001; Martin, 
Rouncefield, &  Sommerville, 2002) have drawn on Alexander’s pattern language, 
originally introduced in architecture (Alexander, 1977, 1979). Yet, as I see it, it is 
not the absence o f  a practical representational system 01* ‘language’ that is at the 
route o f  the problem o f  generalisation. Rather, it is, as authors such as Dourish and 
Button (1998) and Suchman (2000) have contested, a fundamental misjudgement o f  
ethnomethodology that positions the research programme at odds with the capacity to 
view  actions as reoccurring and common between social situations.
The existence o f  reoccurring, socially bound actions or cultural practices 
seems, at first sight, to be contrary to the underlying epistemological stance taken by 
ethnomethodology. A s  w e have seen, ethnomethodology concerns itself with the local­
ly constituted act and the production and management o f  social order. Notably though, 
it is Garfinkel (1996) himself that appears to offer a possible solution to this appar­
ent conundrum by making reference to those persistent, taken for granted, achieved
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phenomena o f  “immortal, ordinary society” and the “great reoccurrences o f  ordinary 
society” . Dourish and Button (1998) also shed light on this potential resolution by 
insisting that ethnomethodology is very much in the business o f  uncovering the natu­
rally occurring “regularities” that might be found to occur across different social cir­
cumstances.
A s  w e shall see in later chapters, these references to the immortal, ordinary so­
ciety and to the regularities o f  achieved phenomena offer the opportunity for a link to 
be made between findings produced from ethnomethodological studies and views o f  
culturally mediated activity. W e  shall also see that the recognition o f  socially and cul­
turally bound practices, and their mediating influence, provides a resource for under­
standing the commonalities between activities and consequently the common ways in 
which technologies might be drawn upon in everyday practical accomplishments.
A ctivity Theory
To conclude this section, I briefly introduce activity theory. In the following two 
chapters I provide a more thorough explanation o f  activity theory and its contribution 
to interactive system design. A t this stage, however, I would like to outline its main 
characteristics and discuss its capacity to use the findings from naturalistic studies to 
inform design.
Activity theory, inspired by the works o f  Russian psychologists Lev  Vygotsky 
(1962; 1978) and A lexei Leont’ev (1978; 1981), has received increasing attention 
in the disciplines associated with interactive system design (Bodker, 1991a; Cole, 
Engestrom, &  Vasquez, 1997; Engestrom &  Middleton, 1996; Kuutti, 1991). M ore  
accurately described as a conceptual framework in this guise (Nardi, 1996a), it takes 
a socio-cultural view  o f  activity, suggesting that people orient themselves towards 
achieving specified motives and goals and do so within activity systems that largely 
define their actions. The theory asserts that people’s thoughts and behaviours are medi­
ated through the use o f  tools or artefacts (e.g., technology) and that the ways they use 
these artefacts are socially, culturally and historically constituted.
W ith respect to system design, activity theory provides a coherent theoreti­
cal structure through which technology-mediated activity can be modelled. Through 
the structure, activity is seen as the basic unit o f  analysis. This basic unit is made up 
o f three distinct levels. The lowest level is that o f  operations; these are seen as ac­
tions performed by individuals and mediated by tools. They are also considered to
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be dependent upon the material conditions in which they are performed and— being 
routine— require little need for conscious thought. A t the second level, that o f  actions, 
individual or groups actions are understood to be mediated by the use o f  tools and 
directed towards explicit goals. The third and highest level is that o f  the activity. This 
level encompasses the lower-levels, revealing them to be directed towards a high-level 
motive and mediated by socially and culturally constituted artefacts, such as social 
norms and roles.
Crucial to this v iew  o f  activity is the idea that mediated activity (and in this 
case technology-mediated activity) is collectively accomplished; that is that indi­
vidual and group actions can be thought o f  as embedded in a collective activity system 
(Engestrom &  Cole, 1997). This instils the elements o f  social practice, or praxis, into 
the activity structure so that activities are seen as ordered by social rules and norms 
and subject to particular ‘divisions o f labour'. It also explains how  technology-me­
diated activities are achieved in diverse and often unpredictable ways; the collec­
tive contribution to the meeting o f  an activity’s motive means that its actions are, in 
Engestrom’s (2001, p. 134) words, “always, explicitly or implicitly, characterised by  
ambiguity, surprise, interpretation, sense making, and potential for change.”
Activity theory, through its depiction o f  activity as tool- or artefact- mediated, 
enables technologies to be viewed as socially constituted. In its mediating role, the 
use o f  technology is understood to be created and transformed by the development 
o f  the activity itself. Artefacts are thought to take on the social and cultural meanings 
that are brought about through an activity and are thus seen as socially and culturally 
constituted themselves. In concert with the social and cultural contexts, they are thus 
seen as the having the potential to induce change and development and not considered 
to be purely the antecedents o f  specific actions, as they can be in task-based models o f  
human-computer interaction for instance.
It is through its structure and in particular its recognition o f  the collective nature 
o f mediated activity, that activity theory is able to offer a means o f  incorporating the 
descriptive accounts produced from naturalistic studies. The structure enables the ac­
counts to be systematically depicted so that the basic elements o f  an activity, at each 
o f the three levels, and their relationships with one another are made explicit. The 
accounts are thus represented in ways that capture the social character o f  technology- 
mediated activity but also take into account the low-level detail o f  situated actions and 
operations.
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Using the activity theory framework, design suggestions arise through a criti­
cal analysis o f  an activity system. Specifically, contradictions between elements are 
uncovered in the system within and between the three levels o f  an activity. These point 
towards areas o f  the activity where change may occur and importantly where technol­
ogy may be designed or re-designed to support development in the activity system. 
N e w  technological designs are thought about with respect to the relationship they 
w ill have with the activity system: how  they w ill influence it and how  they w ill be 
influenced themselves. Thus new designs are considered in terms o f  the complex and 
‘dialectic’ relationship they w ill have with an activity system— taking into account the 
cultural and social contexts as w ell as the physical and material conditions.
Through its application in the early stages o f  the field study on teenagers and 
mobile phone use, I found activity theory to be particularly good at dealing with the 
diversity and variability in teenagers’ phone use. The view  taken o f  activity consisting 
o f  three levels, allowed me to depict phone use as motive driven at a high-level o f  ab­
straction, but accomplished practically through diverse and varied lower-level actions 
and operations. For instance, as I w ill show later, it allowed me to depict teenagers’ 
use o f  text messaging as a means to sustain social cohesion through cycles o f  reciproc­
ity, but portray this as achieved using various local and particular actions.
The activity theory framework was also able to account for the ways in which 
teenagers’ activities seemed to constitute particular understandings o f  the mobile 
phone— understandings that impacted upon its use. Emphasising the ‘dialectic’ rela­
tionship that exits between the elements o f  an activity system, the framework offered 
the theoretical underpinnings necessary to depict the w ay teenagers appeared to Te- 
flexively’ occasion their actions and understandings o f  the phone so that they could 
be seen to constitute higher-level social practices. For example, as I w ill demonstrate 
later, the framework allowed teenagers’ co-proximate sharing o f  text messages to be 
shown to contribute to localised forms o f  subversion.
In application, I found activity theory not to be without its faults, however. The 
main difficulty I encountered was how  to unify the rich and detailed descriptions that 
were produced from the ethnographically informed study o f  teenagers with the struc­
tures laid out in activity theory. The fieldwork gave rise to descriptions that attended 
to the detail o f  teenagers’ socially situated, routine and observable actions with the 
phone. I found these accounts did not sit easily with activity theory’s structural appa­
ratus. M ore precisely, I found there was no clear and systematic path for resolving the
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discrepancy between the levels o f  description offered in the naturalistic accounts and 
required to depict teenagers’ use o f  the phone in terms o f  the activity theory structures. 
This was particularly the case at the higher levels o f  the activity theory structures 
where the mediation by social and cultural artefacts came into play. I w ill return to this 
point in the follow ing chapters.
Assessing the Suitability o f an Approach to Design
In the previous section, I reviewed five approaches that offer a means to inform  
the design o f  interactive systems. In offering several broad sweeping criticisms, I 
revealed that a number o f  difficulties arise when considering how  these approaches 
might be used to inform design from the results o f  naturalistic studies. In this second 
section, I draw on these criticisms and raise six important implications for an ap­
proach that aims to incorporate the descriptions from naturalistic studies. With respect 
to these implications, I then go onto explain why I chose activity theory as a potential 
framework for design.
Implications fo r a suitable design approach
1. Provide a systematic means to incorporate naturalistic descriptions
The first implication I wish to raise is that a design approach should allow  
naturalistic descriptions to be systematically incorporated into its framework. That 
is, an approach should be based on methodical and coherent procedures that allow  
it to incorporate the findings from naturalistic studies. To retain the essence o f  
ethnographically informed studies, it is o f  particular importance that such a systematic 
approach should be sensitive to the ‘thick’, rich and detailed descriptions naturalistic 
studies produce. A s  w e shall see, a sensitivity to such detail allows approaches to go  
beyond the limited information processing models o f  human-computer interaction 
I described in Chapter 2 and that Bannon and Bodker (1991) have claimed to be far 
removed from an understanding o f  real world situations. Instead, such a sensitivity 
enables a consideration for how  technologies might be better designed to account for 
the tacit understandings that are brought to bear in an occasion and the complexity and 
diversity o f  activities that occur in social settings.
2. Attend to both the detail of action and its wider social/cultural context
To accommodate the descriptions produced from naturalistic studies, a design 
approach should have the capacity to account for the wider socio-cultural contexts as
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w ell as the fine-grained detail o f  practical action. It should be apparent that naturalistic 
studies may seek to not only reveal the complexity and diversity o f  occasioned action, 
but may also aim to make sense o f  such action in broader social and cultural contexts. 
With respect to design, as I w ill show later, an understanding o f  the role social and 
cultural contexts play provides an opportunity to envisage how  technologies might 
be used across settings 01* how new technologies might be incorporated into existing 
practices.
3. Account for the idiosyncratic nature of human activity
The third implication I raise from the review o f  five design approaches is that an 
approach must also employ procedures that can be used to incorporate and represent 
the many ways in which people perform various activities. I have already suggested 
that because o f  the vast number o f  possible contexts in which technology-mediated ac­
tivities can occur, people can interpret and use technologies in a large number o f  ways. 
This means that approaches to design should not limit the range o f  actions that can be 
performed, but rather allow  for a broad array o f  interactions in an attempt to accom­
modate for the idiosyncrasies in people’s work patterns.
4. View technologies as a socially constituted artefacts
In the previous section, I indicated that technologies not only determine the 
ways in which activities are performed but they can also be Teflexively’ shaped by oc­
casioned activity. That is, technologies can come to be understood in particular ways 
because o f  the social situations in which they are used and the historical contexts they 
have originated from. This v iew  positions technologies as socially constituted artefacts 
that are ‘constructed’ in and through their use in everyday activity. Such a view  is val­
uable to design, and has implications for design, because it reveals how  technologies 
are not just static objects that dictate simple, mechanistic human behaviour, but rather 
objects that play a crucial role in making up and providing for people’s lived experi­
ences. The view  reveals that designed technologies should not only be seen as a means 
for performing specific operations or actions, but also as artefacts that take on, through 
their use, social value and importance beyond their physical form.
5. Provide a jneans to produce clearly defined design suggestions
A  further implication from the earlier discussion o f  design approaches is that 
to use the findings from naturalistic studies to inform design, it is evident that an ap­
proach should close the gap between rich, naturalistic descriptions and applicable de-
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sign requirements— put simply, the approach should depict the product o f  naturalistic 
studies so that it is ‘palatable’ to designers.
6. Offer a means of evaluating designs in terms of the studied social/work settings
Finally, an approach aiming to incorporate the findings from naturalistic studies 
should provide a means o f  evaluating designs in terms o f  the studied social settings. 
There are numerous methods for evaluating designed technologies in simulated set­
tings such as laboratory style mock-ups or even virtual environments. These efforts 
are a useful means to get a quick and early sense o f  how a technology w ill be oper­
ated. However, they inevitably suffer in terms o f  fidelity and, by situating the use o f  a 
technology outside o f  its social context, throw into question the initial efforts put into 
naturalistic studies and fine-grained analysis. Hence an approach should offer a meth­
od o f  evaluation that is sensitive to the studied setting’s social context.
The selection o f activity theory as an approach to design
Referring to these six implications, in the remains o f  this chapter I explain my 
reasons for choosing the activity theory framework as a means to inform design using 
the findings from the study o f  teenage mobile phone use. First, I recount the main 
characteristics that drew me to the framework and explain how  they indicate the suit­
ability o f  the design approach, under the terms o f  the listed implications. I then present 
the difficulties with the framework and lay out my intentions for tackling them.
In large part, it is the focus on mediated activity that drew me to the activity 
theory framework. With respect to technology, the framework emphasises that activity 
is motive-driven and that technological artefacts are merely the means by which mo­
tives are met and activities accomplished. A s  Bodker writes, the view  taken in activity 
theory is that “artifacts are not themselves meant to be objects for the activity, users 
are not meant to normally focus on the artifacts. To the users, artifacts are what they 
are usedfor” (1991a, p. 557, emphasis in original). Thus, unlike many commonly 
used approaches in H C I, the concern is with how  technologies mediate motive-driven 
activity and not with technology as a central object o f  activity.
This emphasis on mediation seemed to be in keeping with the findings that 
emerged from the fieldwork o f  teenage mobile phone use. It provided a reasonable 
perspective from which to depict the ways in which teenagers appeared to use phones 
to perform what they presented as commonplace activities, such as building and sus­
taining friendships and participating in co-proximate talk. It allowed phones to be seen
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as part o f  what might be termed the ‘machinery’ teenagers routinely employ in their 
eveiyday social activities as opposed to a device that is the object o f  activity.
With respect to the implications, the focus on mediated activity allowed the 
phones to be understood as socially constituted artefacts, i.e., in line with implica­
tion four above. The ways in which teenagers appeared to make sense o f  their phones 
and adapt them for particular purposes and contexts could be depicted by viewing the 
phone as a mediating tool used to accomplish socially constituted motives.
The structure given to activity in activity theory was another significant reason 
for my decision to investigate the framework as a design approach. Taking activity 
to be divided into the three hierarchical levels o f  activity, the framework differenti­
ates between high-level activities and subordinate, practically performed actions and 
operations. Activities are regarded as motive-driven, encompassing goal directed ac­
tions and operations that are sensitive to situational contexts. This structural division 
indicates that “ [o]ne activity can be realized using different actions [and operations], 
depending on the situation” (Kuutti, 1996, p. 30). It also suggests that the ways in 
which activities are performed are in a constant state o f  development as new actions 
are learnt and exiting ones developed; they are as Truex writes “always under develop­
ment, emergent and not fully regulated” (1991, p. 565).
This v iew  o f  activity as having a structure that is dynamic and always changing 
suggests that activity theory may have the potential to accommodate the third implica­
tion I raised above: that a design approach should account for the idiosyncratic nature 
o f  human activity. In practice, the view  permitted the activity theory framework to 
incorporate the ways in which teenagers’ phone-mediated activities were being de­
picted in the fieldwork. It appeared to accommodate the ways in which teenagers’ ac­
tions were being revealed to be part of, or subject to, broader social practices. It also 
accounted for the varied ways that teenagers’ sought to participate in these practices 
and ‘reflexively’ redefine their actions and operations to make sense within particular 
contexts.
The social structures made apparent in activity theory also indicated that the 
framework lent itself to the descriptions being produced in the fieldwork. In the activ­
ity theory framework activities and higher-level actions are recognised to encompass a 
social component. Thus, as well as being mediated by material artefacts, activities are 
understood to be mediated by social rules and ‘divisions o f  labour’ . Together, these
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mediating elements are thought to cany with them culturally and historically collected 
experiences and thus bring to bear particular cultural and historical contexts. In the 
fieldwork descriptions o f  teenage mobile phone use, this bringing to bear o f  cultural 
and historical contexts was seen to occur through the ways in which teenagers invoked 
pre-existing and commonplace social practices organised by social roles and ordered 
through rules and norms. In broader terms, the recognition o f  culture and its relation­
ship with practical and situated activities is relevant to the second implication I raised. 
It suggests that the activity theory framework is able to attend to both the detail o f  ac­
tion and its broader social and cultural contexts.
Although the activity theory framework appeared to offer a suitable approach 
with which to incorporate the findings from the naturalistic study o f  teenagers, I found 
there to be several key obstacles that made its use somewhat difficult. Perhaps most 
crucially, through several efforts to employ the framework it became unclear to me 
how  the naturalistic accounts designed to ‘work-up’ rich and detailed accounts o f  how  
teenagers’ used mobile phones in their everyday lives could be systematically incor­
porated into the nomenclature o f  activity theoiy. M y  early v iew  o f  the framework as 
a viable approach for incorporating the accounts o f  teenage phone use were based on 
intuition and rough extrapolations from the descriptions and not derived through me­
thodical means. The actual mappings between the qualitative descriptions and insights 
produced from the field study and the structures o f  activity theory were often ambigu­
ous. The acknowledged complexity o f  activity theory’s terminology and structures 
(Collins, Shukla, &  Redmiles, 2002) made it difficult to apply the framework consist­
ently or to use the framework to model the accounts in a w ay  that was repeatable.
This difficulty put into question whether the activity theoiy framework had the 
ability to meet the requirement set out in the first implication; that is, whether it pro­
vided a systematic means to incorporate naturalistic descriptions. It was, however, 
the framework’s capacity to accommodate the detail, complexity and diversity that 
characterised the naturalistic accounts o f  teenagers’ phone use that led me to believe 
that a systematic procedure could be formulated for ‘translating’ such accounts so that 
they were amenable to activity theory’s structures. A s  w ill be evident in Chapter 5, by  
drawing on an ethnomethodological orientation, significant effort was put into devis­
ing such a procedure.
Another difficulty foreseen in the early stages o f  the research was how, exactly, 
design requirements would come from the modelling o f  the fieldwork results. Through
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the identification o f  contradictions, such as disruptions and breakdowns, the activity 
theory framework offers the potential to identify possible design solutions. This proc­
ess o f  eliciting design suggestions has received relatively little theoretical attention, 
however (Turner &  Turner, 2001). B y  and large, the research into contradictions has 
centred on organisational contexts, such as work in commercial organisations, educa­
tion and medical practice (e.g., Engestrom, 2001; Hakkarainen, 1999) where attention 
is given to the overall changes and development in organisational structures and not 
specifically to informing the design o f  new technologies. It is notable, for instance, 
that Engestrom, a leading figure in activity theory research, has made a substantial 
contribution to the explanation o f  contradictions and their role in the activity system, 
but that his work has been more oriented towards organisational systems and proc­
esses rather then design.
Although there have been a small but growing number o f  thorough design stud­
ies employing activity theory published in the literature (e.g., Bardram, 1998, 2000; 
Bodker, 1991b; Kuutti &  Arvonen, 1992; Turner, Turner, &  Horton, 1999), there has 
yet to be any agreement on a definitive and systematic method for producing design 
requirements or suggestions. Bodker, for one, has done much to further the role o f  
activity theory in design. Her now  well cited work on design, for instance, succeeds 
to demonstrate how  activity theory can be used to model an ‘activity system’ and, in 
particular, locate breakdowns o f  technology-in-use (Bodker, 1989, 1991b, 1996a). Her 
efforts, however, have yet to formulate a clear means to derive design requirements. 
The practical examples she has worked through in her published research do much 
to explain the process o f  uncovering breakdowns, but do not fully reveal how  design 
suggestions might be systematically derived from the application o f  the activity theory 
framework. A t best, her work has revealed how  the framework can be used to suggest 
incremental improvements in low-level components o f  the computer interface.
In an effort to explicate an explicit method to elicit design suggestions using 
the activity theory framework, I have chosen, in this thesis, to further explore the use 
o f  contradictions. In Chapter 4 ,1 introduce how  Bodker and Engestrom offer a basis 
from which to consider how, through the identification o f  disruptions and breakdowns, 
the activity framework might be used to inform design. In Chapter 5 ,1 then go onto 
provide further detail o f  this identification and use o f  contradictions and hopefully in­
dicate how their contribution to design might be made more explicit and systematic.
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One final issue that I wish to attend to is that o f  activity theory’s role in the 
evaluation o f  technologies. There have yet to be any conclusive decisions made on ac­
tivity theory’s part to play in evaluation, although two broadly defined methods have 
been implied in various published works. One relies on the models that are initially 
put together to depict an activity system. The implication is that the structures used 
to depict an activity system offer a means to judge design. Designs are considered in 
terms o f  the activity system’s structures and seen as mediating artefacts that may pro­
vide the possibility for change and development (see, for example, Kaptelinin, Nardi, 
&  Macaulay, 1999). They are thus assessed or ‘evaluated’ on their capacity to bring 
about change and lead to development within the activity system (e.g., Engestrom &  
Escalante, 1996).
A s  well as this theory driven means o f  evaluation, an extension to the applica­
tion o f  activity theory in system design has provided a more practical process for 
assessing the success a system might achieve and informing the design o f  future sys­
tems. Several attempts have been made to unite the activity theory framework with 
participatory design methods so that designs can be evaluated and informed collabora- 
tively (Bodker, 1996b; Bodker et al., 2000). Used, primarily, in the early stages o f  de­
sign, these attempts have sought to investigate the use o f  prototypes as a basis for idea 
exploration (Bodker &  Gronbeek, 1998). Designers and users have worked together 
to pinpoint the breakdowns that are incurred through a technology’s use and to create 
possible ‘visions’ o f  future solutions.
The conclusions I am able to draw in this research about the activity theory 
framework’s role in evaluation are limited. This research presents a number o f  initial 
insights into a systematic design approach based o.n activity theory. A s  I expressed at 
the beginning o f  this chapter, its focus is on developing the framework so that it can 
incorporate the rich and detailed descriptions produced from naturalistic studies. A s  
an initial investigation and because o f  this focus I have not believed it to be essential 
to produce devices that can be evaluated. A s  I w ill discuss in my explanation o f  the 
method I used for assessing the A T  framework in Chapter 6, 1 was also constrained 
by the resources I had available for the research. The limited resources prevented me 
from carrying out the implementation o f  any o f  the design suggestions that resulted 
from the analyses. With these constraints in mind, in the last chapter o f  this thesis,
I briefly reflect on the two forms o f  evaluation the activity theory framework has to 
offer and point out where further work might be needed.
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Summary
In this chapter, by reviewing five existing approaches to design, I have presented 
a number o f  reasons why there has been a problem with using the findings from natu­
ralistic studies to inform design. I have revealed that existing design approaches are 
unable to overcome a number o f  significant hurdles when it comes to drawing on natu­
ralistic data. Through the criticisms I raised against the five approaches, I discussed 
six implications related to the selection o f  a design approach that offers a means o f  
using the results from naturalistic studies. B y  referring to these implications, I ex­
plained my reasons for choosing activity theory as an approach that may provide a po­
tential solution to incorporating naturalistic descriptions into the design process.
In the following chapters, I describe activity theoiy in more detail and seek to 
extend it so that it is able to systematically accommodate the findings produced from  
naturalistic descriptions. In the next chapter, Chapter 4 ,1 w ill provide a more detailed 
overview o f  activity theory and its role in interactive system design. Chapter 5 w ill 
then detail the w ay I augmented the activity theory framework so that it provided a 
systematic means to incorporate the descriptions produced from the study o f  teenag­
ers. It w ill also explicitly define my method for eliciting design suggestions.
(Footnotes)
1 Distributed cognition deserves special mention here as it has been proposed as a means o f  
overcoming the limitations o f  laboratory studies by offering a framework with which to 
study people’s activities in ‘ real’ world settings (Hutchins, 1995). Put briefly, the research 
on distributed cognition is interested in the ways in which information (and cognition) are 
distributed across space between people and material objects. It is positioned against tradi­
tional reductionist theories in cognitive science that Hutchins (ibid.) argues take the view  
that cognition is bound to internal mental process in the head. Numerous researchers have 
used Hutchins’ original work to undertake studies o f  complex socio-technical systems (see, 
for example, Ackerman &  Halverson, 1998; Hutchins &  Klausen, 1996; Rogers, 1993). 
However, despite efforts, there remains no practical and simple means to apply the frame­
work to interactive system design (Hollan et al., 2000).
2 This view  falls largely under the auspices o f  what has come to be called the social con­
struction (or shaping) o f technology (e.g., Bijker, Hughes, &  Pinch, 1987; MacKenzie &  
Wajcman, 1999). It should be noted, however, that there is some debate over the specifics 
o f  this argument (Button, 1993 a; Grint &  Woolgar, 1997; Woolgar, 1991) and against the 
constructivist view  more generally (Hutchby, 2001).
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Participatory design is an approach to design championed by the likes o f Bodker (1991a) 
and Floyd, Mehl, Reisin, Schmidt, and W olf (1989). In short, it adopts an approach in 
which the users o f technology not only contribute to but also directly participate in the 
design process. Efforts have been made by a number of authors to unite ethnographically 
informed practices with the participatory design approach (see Karasti, 2001).
Comprehensive accounts and examples o f ethnomethodology and its role in design can be 
found in Button (1993b), Dourish and Button (1998), Luff, Hindmarsh and Heath (2000), 
and Martin (2000).
4■ Cultural-historical Psychology &  Activity Theory
5^
In this chapter I offer an overview o f  activity theory. I first describe the histori­
cal underpinnings o f  activity theoiy, recalling its origins in the Russian born cul­
tural-historical, or sociohistorical, psychology. I then elaborate on the basic elements 
o f  the theoretical framework o f  activity theory. To do so, I draw, in particular, on 
Engestrom’s (1987) influential works that did much to clarify the role o f  the collec­
tive in the framework and further explain the processes o f  development and learning. 
To conclude the chapter I briefly introduce activity theory’s contribution to interactive 
system design and point out several areas that have, thus far, remained underdevel­
oped. Overall, this chapter provides the bases for the follow ing chapter, Chapter 5, 
in which I attempt to augment the activity theory framework so that it better accom­
modates the descriptions produced from naturalistic studies and is able to provide a 
systematic means to arrive at clear design implications.
A  Brief History o f Cultural-Historical Psychology1
T h r o u g h o u t  the mid to late 1920s and early 1930s, the Russian psychologist, 
Lev  Vygotsky, influenced by the dominant Marxist doctrine in Soviet Russia, present­
ed a paradigm in which social interaction and behaviour were seen to be closely tied 
to consciousness. Responding to behaviourists such as Pavlov and preceding theories 
o f consciousness from the likes o f  Wundt, Vygotsky saw behaviour and consciousness 
not as two distinct phenomena, but rather as intimately connected through social prac­
tice.
To unite the conceptually disparate theories o f  consciousness and behaviour, 
Vygotsky, along with a number o f  collaborators such as Alexander Luria and A lexi 
Leont’ev, sought to explain how  ‘higher’ mental functions, such as thought and mem­
ory, are mediated through the use o f  sign or symbol systems. Focusing, in particular, 
on speech and language, Vygotsky argued that the use o f  such systems in everyday ac­
tivities have a direct impact on the manner in which higher mental functions develop 
(Luria, 1976; Vygotsky, 1962). In essence, he saw symbols as stimuli that when em­
ployed in everyday practice shape and develop the genesis o f  ‘higher’ cognitive proc­
esses (Miniclc, 1997).
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Vygotsky expanded this unifying theory to account for the influences o f  society 
and culture. A s  psychological tools, he proposed that sign and symbol systems first 
shape social interaction and only then, through their use in the external world, do they 
become internalised and influence individual mental processes. Vygotsky thus saw  
sign and symbol systems as mediating tools’, tools that first mediate activities in the 
social world and that only then through their use come to mediate individual mental 
functioning. Critically, this v iew  o f  socially and culturally formed psychological tools 
established the link between social and individual development; in short, it allowed  
Vygotsky to explain how  higher mental functions are internalised through practical 
social activity (Bakhurst, 1997). Presenting a historical account o f  Vygotsky’s work, 
M inick describes this bridging between the intermental social plane and internalised 
intramental plane. H e writes:
By adapting the mediational means and the modes of organisation involved in 
carrying out certain actions on a social or “intermental” plane and using them to 
mediate activity, the individual develops not only new means of carrying out spe­
cific actions but qualitatively new kinds of mental functions. Significantly, these 
mental functions were seen as developing not merely through the individual’s ex­
perience in social interaction but through the transformation of social behaviour 
from the intermental to the intramental plane (Minick, 1987, p. 22).
This relationship between mental functioning and social activity is exempli­
fied through Vygotsky’s studies o f  children.2 Vygotsky found evidence to suggest that 
young children mediate their social behaviour through the use o f  speech and that, over 
time, this speech is internalised and begins to be used to mediate individual mental 
processes. Through his studies, he suggested that children form generalised or abstract 
meanings via social communicative dialogue. The capacity for abstract thought de­
rives from this process (Vygotsky, 1978). Higher-level mental operations were thus 
seen to develop from sociocultural experience, as verbal dialogue was claimed to arise 
not simply through the use o f  lexical, grammatical and illocutionary rules, but also 
through socially and culturally constituted communicative activity (Vygotsky, 1962).
Vygotsky also stressed that the relationship between activity and thought is an 
evolving one. H e claimed that thought is not a static ‘thing’, but unfolds to fulfil some 
function or resolve some task (Vygotsky, Rieber, &  Carton, 1987). This movement is a 
fundamental aspect o f  the developing relationship between the internalised intramental 
and social intermental planes. It is presupposed along with the recognition that thought 
and understanding are transformed through their embodiment in everyday practical 
activity.
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Luria recapitulated Vygotsky’s views in his own seminal work undertaken in the 
remote Central Asian region o f  the then U S S R  (Luria, 1976). Significantly, though, 
Luria made an attempt to further Vygotsky’s ideas on language and consciousness by 
investigating the sociohistorical shaping o f  mental processes. Through his studies, 
Luria sought to reveal the social and historical origins o f  mental processes and con­
sciousness. B y  undertaking several comparative studies o f  Uzbekistan’s remote village 
people, his work set out to reveal that mental processes, such as (colour and shape) 
perception, abstraction and generalisation, deduction and inference, se lf analysis, etc., 
differed between people with differing encoding and importantly linguistic encoding 
abilities. His results indicated that the bases for higher-level mental processing— aural 
and written skills— were largely contingent upon societal development. Thus, he con­
cluded, a society’s socio-historical ‘progress’, embodied in social activity, had pro­
found affects on psychological processes and ultimately human consciousness.
Placing greater emphasis on material, physical tools rather than mental sign 
or symbol systems, A lexei Leont’ev from the so-called ‘Russian School’ , sought to 
clarify the relationship between the individual and society (Kozulin, 1986).3 Like 
Vygotsky, Leont’ev saw  socially mediated activity as the basis for individual develop­
ment. Moreover, he stressed that individuality is formed through a multiplicity o f  in­
teracting activities that are uniquely organised by the individual so as to establish their 
unique personal characteristics. Leont’ev recognised soci e t y as the interweaving o f  the 
practical activities performed by individuals (A xe l, 1997).
Elaborating on this relationship between individual activity and society,
Leont’ev (1978) explained that through the social division o f  labour, individuals co­
operate to achieve desired outcomes. In what is referred to as an o b j e c t - o r i e n t e d de­
scription o f  activity, Leont’ev revealed that individuals perform activities collectively 
with specific m o t i v e s and with the aim o f  transforming specific o b j e c t s . To achieve the 
desired outcome o f  an activity, individuals perform tool-mediated a c t i o n s that have 
their own g oal s . These goals may, at first, seem discordant with the activity’s motives. 
However, when seen in the context o f  the collective social activity, the interwoven 
individual actions take on a particular significance motivated by the overall activity 
(Leont’ev, 1981). Thus the meaning and reasoning behind an action is contingent upon 
the activity in which it is a part. The individual thus makes sense o f  the world, or is 
conscious o f  it, through socially constituted activity. Leont’ev also recognised that an 
individual’s actions could become unconscious, requiring little or no forethought to
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perform. He called these actions operations and claimed that they evolve over time 
and occur in response to situational influences.
The distinctions Leont’ev made between activities, actions and operations 
formed the basis for his three-level scheme o f  activity (Leont’ev, 1978; 1981: Fig 4a). 
A t the top level o f  this scheme, activity is described as oriented towards an object, or 
“true motive”, and is performed by the larger social community. It is this “object o f  an 
activity that gives it a determined direction” and “ [t]he main thing that distinguishes 
one activity from another” (Leont’ev, 1978, p. 62). The second level depicts actions as 
oriented towards goals and carried out by  individuals or groups to achieve particular 
purposes. The third and final level o f  operations is oriented towards the situational 
conditions and is performed through routine (automated) practices by the human or 
machine. The object at the activity level shapes and delimits the possible goals and ac­
tions o f  the lower levels.
Level Oriented towards Carried out by
activity object (motive) larger social group
action goal (purpose) individual or group
operation situational content individual or ‘machine’
F ig u r e  4 a . Leont’ev’s three-level framework.
Dividing an activity into these three distinct levels provided Leont’ev with a 
w ay o f  explaining why the activity is performed, what actually takes place and how  
it is carried out. Notably, the boundaries between the three levels are not stable. An  
activity, for example, may become an action i f  its motive is transformed to a goal, or 
a goal may become an operation i f  it no longer requires conscious effort to be per­
formed. Describing this possible movement between the levels, Leont’ev writes:
... [A]ctivity represents a process that is characterized by continuously 
proceeding transformations. Activity may lose the motive that elicited it, 
whereupon it is converted into an action realizing perhaps an entirely different 
relation to the world, a different activity; conversely, an action may turn into an 
independent stimulating force and may become a separate activity: finally, an 
action may be transformed into a means of achieving a goal, into an operation 
capable of realizing various actions. (1978, p. 67)
Activity Theory
V y g o t s k y ’s school o f  cultural-historical psychology and Leont’ev ’s later the­
ory o f  activity form the basis for the conceptual framework o f  activity theory (AT ).
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Through these theoretical underpinnings, A T  has come to be characterised by what 
Kuutti (1991) refers as three key ideas. According to Kuutti, the first key idea is that 
A T  provides a means to incorporate both the larger social context with the thoughts 
and behaviours o f  the individual into one b a s i c  unit o f  a n a l y s i s (also see Engestrom &  
Cole, 1997). He explains that the activity is seen as the “minimal meaningful context 
for individual actions” and “ [b ]ecause... context is included in the unit o f  analysis, 
the object o f... research is always essentially collective” (1991, p. 531). The second 
key idea that Kuutti refers to is that activities are subject to historical d e v e l o p m e n t . He  
claims that the activities themselves and their primary elements can undergo change 
over time and that these changes have a profound impact on the ways that people 
achieve particular outcomes. The third key idea o f  AT  is that o f  m e d i a t i o n . Kuutti re­
asserts that activities are performed through the use o f  artefacts “such as instruments, 
signs, procedures, machines, methods, law, forms o f  work organisation, accepted 
practices etc.” (ibid.). Importantly, these mediating artefacts are culturally constituted 
so that human behaviour (and thought) cannot be seen as independent o f  society, but 
rather as a constructed through it.4
This idea o f  mediation deserves further explanation, as it is the key concept that 
Vygotsky used to link individual thought and behaviour with larger social and cultural 
structures. Emphasising the importance o f  mediation, Engestrom writes: “Mediation  
by tools and signs is not merely a psychological idea. It is an idea that breaks down  
the Cartesian walls that isolate the individual mind from the culture and the society” 
(1999a, p.29). Vygotsky explained that artefacts mediate the dialectic relationship be­
tween individual behaviour and society. On the one hand, artefacts emerge and evolve 
through social activity and thus come to have particular social, cultural and historical 
meanings. On the other, these socially constituted artefacts influence how  w e achieve 
particular performances and consequently come to shape the ways in which w e think 
and understand the world.
Using both Vygotsky’s and Leont’ev ’s explanations o f  mediated activity, 
Engestrom (1987) has used a graphical representation to depict the relationships that 
exist between people, their social contexts and the artefacts that mediate their activi­
ties. In its most basic form, the representation depicts the user, or s u b j e c t , working on 
an o b j e c t to achieve an eventual o u t c o m e  (Fig. 4b). This activity is mediated by a tool 
or symbol system, generally referred to as an artefact. A n  artefact can be something
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such as spoken language, written text or a computer device. The artefact is used to 
transform the object into the final outcome.
Reflecting upon an activity’s position within a social and cultural context, 
Engestrom asserts that community, as a central component o f  the activity system, must 
be added to this depiction (Fig. 4c). He writes:
It is essential that human activity cannot be reduced to the upper sub-triangle of 
Figure [4c] alone. Human activity is not only individual production. It is simul­
taneously and inseparably also social exchange and societal distribution. In other 
words human activity always takes place within a community governed by a cer­
tain division of labor [sic] and by certain rules. (Engestrom, 1987)
The relationship between the subject and the community is thus mediated by  
rules that can be, for example, social or organisational. The rules are both the explicit 
and implicit norms and social conventions subjects are expected to abide by when 
participating in an activity. The community itself is subject to a division o f labour that 
mediates its role in transforming the object. The division o f  labour refers to the organi­
sation o f  the community that has come to be used to achieve the outcome. Like the ar­
tefact, both these mediating terms are culturally and historically constituted and open 
to further development.
mediating artefact 
(tool)
mediating artefact
(tool)
subject object  ►- outcome
transformation
process
F ig u r e  4 b . Basic representation o f activity system.
subjc object ----- ►- outcome
transformation 
\  process
rules community div.of
labour
Figure 4c . Representation o f activity system.
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The mediating factors— the artefact, rules and the division o f  labour— are bound 
in a historical context that can both influence and be influenced by the overall activity 
system (and other activity systems). Over time, contradictions arise from incompat­
ibilities, conflicts or opportunities within and between activity systems. This results 
in changes to an activity’s components and their relationships between one another.
In turn, this can cause existing activities to be modified or stopped, and new activities 
to be formed. This dialectic process o f  contradiction and then change has its roots in 
M arx ’s works on labour, class and social upheaval but was taken on, by  Leont’ev and 
others, as a means to configure the role internal mental processes have in social and 
cultural development (Engestrom, 1987).
Notably, early pioneers sought to position mental or psychological processes 
using the Marxist vernacular, viewing them in terms o f  the ‘fundamental contradic­
tion’ seen, not surprisingly, to arise out o f  the division o f  labour and the conflict be­
tween social value and commodification. Engestrom (1987, p. 87-89), however, has 
produced a more practical configuration (at least for the purposes o f  work study and 
design) o f  four distinct levels o f  contradiction that operate within his framework o f  
human activity (see F ig . 4 d ). H e differentiates between what he calls the central activ­
ity, more advanced forms o f  the central activity and neighbouring activities, and iso­
lates the contradictions within and between them. First, there is the primary contradic­
tion (F ig . 4 d :1 ), which can occur within constituent components o f  the central activity. 
Next, there is the secondary contradiction (F ig . 4 d :2 ), occurring between the central 
activity’s constituent components. Third, there is the tertiary contradiction (F ig . 4 d :3 )  
that occurs between the object/motive o f  the central activity and the object/motive o f  
the culturally more advanced central activity. Finally, there is the quaternary contra­
diction (F ig . 4 d :4 ), where contradictions may exist between components o f  the central 
activity and components o f  neighbouring activities.
These various contradictions should not be seen as necessarily malevolent. In AT  
they are seen to be what gives rise to learning, development and possibly new ways to 
accomplish activities (Turner &  Turner, 2001).5 They are also seen to be the cause o f  
movement between Leont’ev ’s (1978) three-level framework or three-tiered scheme. 
A s  I have already noted, Leont’ev explained that activities could be broken down into 
three levels o f  description. A t the highest level, the activity describes the conscious 
motive-driven transformation o f  the object. The second level depicts the actions cho­
sen to perform the activity. These actions are determined by the context o f  the situ-
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producing
activity
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producing
activity
rule
producing
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advanced 
central 
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F ig u r e  4d . Representation o f activity system.
ation in which the activity occurs. The actions have specific goals that, when met, 
achieve the desired outcome. The third and lowest level describes the low-level opera­
tions that are performed during an activity under certain conditions. These operations 
are actions that have become routine and are executed with the minimum o f  conscious 
effort. Movement either up or down this three-tiered scheme might be the result o f  one 
or more o f  the four forms o f  contradiction Engestrom laid out.6
The levels and the possibility for movement between them are illustrated in 
Figure 4e.
activity motive
1
action
t
operation
x
goal
1
conditions
F ig u r e  4e . Levels o f activity.
Fundamental to A T  are social change and human development. A T  “grew out o f  
a specific concern, originating in dialectical materialism, with processes o f  develop­
ment and change in social life” (Macaulay, Benyon, &  Crerar, 2000). To explain de­
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velopmental processes, Vygotsky (1978), himself, introduced the notion o f  the “zone 
o f  proximal development” . A s  Vygotsky saw it, this zone could be thought o f  as the 
distance between a person’s independent capacity to develop, specifically a child’s, 
and their potential development under adult guidance 01* when collaborating with more 
capable peers. Vygotsky suggested that development is both constrained by action and 
by that which is made available to people via their external interactions. The zone o f  
proximal development thus refers to those bounds or constraints placed on develop­
ment. The artefact is the embodiment o f  the bounds or constraints and, used in social 
situations, comes to have a bearing on the possibilities for development. The mediat­
ing artefact consequently has its role to play in the learning process— along with the 
internal potential o f  the individual, it makes possible the scope for future development 
(Engestrom, 1987).
In response to Vygotsky’s apparent neglect o f  broader social and cultural proc­
esses (Wertsch, 1991), Engestrom (1987) has since reformulated this early conceptu­
alisation. In Engestrom’s words, the zone o f  proximal development:
... is the distance between the present everyday actions o f the individuals and the
historically new form of the societal activity that can be collectively generated
as a solution to the double bind potentially embedded in the everyday actions.
(1987, p. 174, emphasis in original)
In his reformulation, Engestrom nicely incorporates the idea o f  the contradic­
tion— the “double bind”— and expresses how  development is subject to the collective 
resolution o f  socially bound contradictions. Thus he recapitulates the role the collec­
tive have in both instigating conflict and bringing about change. B y  leaving the pos­
sibility o f  development open to collective resolution, Engestrom also implies that the 
mediating elements o f  an activity can be a reason for change. That is, he sets out a 
mechanism whereby socially constituted rules, divisions o f  labour and mental and ma­
terial artefacts may be at the root o f  change through their presence in everyday action. 
A s  we w ill see in later chapters, this conceptualisation provides a means to understand 
how  technologies might be designed to overcome those contradictions, or break­
downs, that arise through the use o f  technological artefacts.
Activity Theory in Interactive System Design
A s I argued in Chapters 2 and 3, the predominant techniques used to model 
human-computer interaction have presented people as rational and predictable users 
o f  technology. They have assumed that human behaviour can, for the most part, be
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reduced to clearly defined mechanisms that adhere to some ‘rationalised ideal’ . These 
techniques have generally been used to model highly structured, routine tasks and 
activities in settings where measures o f  performance and productivity are clearly de­
fined. They have also tended to limit their focus to the analysis o f  individual users 
interacting with technology in stable situational contexts. W hen applied in complex 
social settings, these techniques have, perhaps not surprisingly, seen limited success.
The use o f  AT, as w ell as other ‘sociotechnical’ approaches (Hutchins, 1997; 
Suchman, 1993), marks a change in interactive systems research that has arisen 
alongside the recognition that social context has an all-important influence on the use 
o f  technology (Kuutti, 1999). For example, design studies using A T  have sought to 
move away from the limited conceptions o f  human-computer interaction and more 
accurately depict computer use with respect to its larger situational context (Bodker, 
1991a, 1991b; Kuutti, 1991; Nardi, 1996a; Turner &  Turner, 1998). In this section I 
w ill briefly review the role A T  has played in this disciplinary shift.
Generally speaking, A T  has been used to model technologically mediated activi­
ties within the larger social contexts in which they take place. The technological tool 
has been viewed as a particular form o f  artefact that mediates people’s motive-ori­
ented activities. These activities have been explored in their respective organisational 
or social contexts. The organisational and social rules and norms that exist in these 
contexts have been used to understand how  tool-mediated activities are culturally 
constituted and organised to achieve particular outcomes. Christiansen (1996), for 
example, has studied the use o f  computers by police detectives. She explores how the 
police construct a case through the use o f  technological, organisational and social ar­
tefacts. She explains that the arrangements o f  the members o f  the police teams as well 
as particular procedures, legal constraints and social norms guide the ways in which 
detectives achieve objectified motives. In short, Christiansen illustrates that the tools 
used in a case, a team’s procedures and social rules, and the division o f  labour all op­
erate to organise the case-related activities in particular ways and mediate the various 
outcomes o f  an investigation.
The focus on mediation to capture the situated nature o f  activity provides a 
means to inform the design o f  future technologies. Researchers, such as Bodker 
(1991a; 1996a), have suggested that the identification o f  breakdowns1 01* interruptions 
in an activity system may be used to determine where poor design hinders the achieve­
ment o f  desired outcomes. Bodker explains that breakdowns occur when “the tool..
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or part o f  it, becomes the object o f  our actions” (1996a, p. 150). Such breakdowns 
might be seen to be a subset o f  those contradictions between the elements o f  an activ­
ity system. Specifically, they fall into what Engestrom (1987) has termed secondary 
contradictions, where a conflict arises between two constituents o f  the central activ­
ity— in this case the artefact and object.
Notably, Engestrom’s four levels o f  contradictions also provide a mechanism for 
explaining how technological tools lead to new forms o f  activity and movement up 
or down the three-tired scheme o f  operations, actions and activity. The breakdown or 
secondary contradiction between an activity’s artefact and object, for example, might 
mean an unconscious operation must be halted and an action must be performed ‘on’ 
the artefact. Through contradictions, including breakdowns, then, there is the potential 
to systematically depict the role that technological tools play in activity development 
and isolate specific problems that they may produce. Thus, as some researchers have 
suggested (e.g., Turner &  Turner, 2001), the systematic depiction o f  contradictions 
might offer possible directions for future technological solutions.
A s  well as helping to inform design, the A T  framework has also been used to 
contribute to an overall understanding o f  design practice. Thought has been given to 
how design methods and techniques might be viewed as tools that mediate design ac­
tivity. Attempts have been made to consider what methods and techniques might pro­
mote better understandings o f  technology in use and consequently result in the design 
o f  successful technological systems. The efforts made to combine A T ’s framework  
with participatory design, for instance, have paid attention to how  the cooperative 
work between systems engineers, designers and users might be supported to induce 
“creative” thinking and the generation o f  novel solutions. Bodker et al. (2000), for 
example, have considered the use o f  design tools as “springboards” in design, through 
which new designs and activities can be imagined and jointly reflected upon through 
the progressive use o f  prototypes and scenarios. This work derives from the idea o f  the 
zone o f  proximal development (Bodker, 1991a), and assumes that designers can work  
with users to create technological artefacts that allow  them to “transcend” their exist­
ing practices.
Future directions
This brief summary o f  AT, and its origins in cultural-historical psychology, has 
revealed that it provides a conceptual framework for describing the relationship be­
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tween social structures and people’s individual behaviours. It has also shown that this 
framework may enable those who study computer-mediated activity to develop tech­
nologies that are suitable for the sorts o f  performances and achievements people un­
dertake in their emerging, everyday social lives. The conceptual framework provided 
through AT, however, is an evolving one (Kuutti, 1991). There are a number o f  fun­
damental theoretical constructs raised in the works o f  Vygotsky and his followers that 
must be attended to i f  the framework is to accurately resolve the relationship between 
context and behaviour.
In its current form, for example, A T  has yet to sufficiently explain and depict 
how context develops in contradictory and discontinuous ways. In particular, it has 
not explained the historical development o f  collective or social activities and their 
respective elements (Engestrom, 1999a). A T  has also been unable to properly capture 
the dialectic relationship between people and their social or organisational contexts. 
Specifically, there has been no clear explanation o f  how  people reconstruct their con­
texts through activity.8
Current research into A T  promises to tackle a number o f  these unsolved theoreti­
cal problems (Engestrom, Miettinen, &  Punamaki, 1999). O f  particular interest is the 
development o f  A T  for the purposes o f  understanding work and domestic life and in­
forming the design o f  new  technologies. Research is growing in this area and is matur­
ing to the extent where A T  now  exists as a viable means to analyse and depict complex 
sociotechnical activities (e.g., Bardram, 1997; Blackler, 1993, 1994). However, with 
respect to the aim o f  this thesis— namely the systematic use o f  naturalistic descriptions 
to inform design— this work appears underdeveloped in two key ways.
First, there is little evidence o f  the systematic use o f  A T  to produce concrete de­
sign requirements. Both Bodker (1991a) and Engestrom (1987) have offered possible 
approaches through their explanations o f  breakdowns and contradictions respectively. 
Yet, despite these moves, the research has been primarily focused on systematically 
depicting activity (Turner &  Turner, 2001). W hen it comes to design suggestions, 
much o f  the social nuance that is depicted so thoroughly using A T  tends to go unheed­
ed. Suggestions appear to arise from low-level contradictions or breakdowns that only 
pay lip service to the overall activity system and its complex interconnections. This 
apparent failing may be the result o f  the poorly explained role localised actions have 
in constituting wider systems o f  practice or activity systems.
C hapter  Four  68
A  second problem is that there appears to be no clearly defined or system­
atic means to fit descriptions o f  situated action into the nomenclature o f  AT. This 
is particularly relevant when A T  is employed to depict qualitative, naturalistic and 
ethnographically oriented descriptions o f  action. Despite A T ’s clearly defined set o f  
terms, it is unclear, for example, what should be seen to constitute an operation or ac­
tion when cognitions cannot be determined. Furthermore, when it comes to the practi­
cal implementation o f  AT, how  is it that rules, statuses (divisions o f  labour) and, more 
generally, systems o f  practice are made apparent from descriptions that are not aimed 
at ‘working up ’ such constructs?
In the follow ing chapter I w ill attend to both these issues in detail. A  means w ill 
be proposed for depicting naturalistic descriptions as part o f  a boarder system o f  activ­
ity. This w ill rely, largely, on a theoretical discussion in which mediated actions w ill 
be seen to invoke wider systems o f  practice that are subject, to locally constituted rules 
and divisions o f  labour. This discussion w ill draw, in particular, on the conceptual 
apparatus provided by Leont’ev ’s three levels o f  activity and the ongoing dialectic in­
terchange that occurs between these levels and their respective elements. Employing 
Engestrom’s and Bodker’s understandings o f  contradictions and breakdowns, an argu­
ment w ill then be presented to show how  such a means o f  depicting situated action 
might be used to inform design. I w ill show that through the presented method for 
constructing an activity system, contradictions and breakdowns can be revealed that 
have the potential to raise design implications.
(Footnotes)
1 See Axel (1997), Engestrom (1987), Minick (1987; 1997) and Wertsch (1985a; 1985b; 
1991) for more detailed historical accounts o f cultural-historical psychology and activity 
theory.
2 Vygotsky’s work has been seminal in fields associated with development, learning and 
education. His writings along with other works in cultural-historical psychology did much 
to move research on from reductionist models o f development, as well as G. H. Mead’s 
symbolic interactionism, to incorporate and explain the dynamic and expansive elements o f 
learning (see Engestrom, 1987 for a more thorough account).
3 A  number o f proponents o f what came to be known as Leont’ev’s theory o f activity vigor­
ously contested Vygotsky’s assertions that psychological tools had to be semiotic in charac­
ter. Criticising Vygotsky for seeing the development o f the mind only in terms o f culturally 
bound types o f semiotic mediation, Zinchenko (1984), for example, claimed that concrete, 
practical actions also contribute to the development and content o f mental activity.
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4 Activity theory has received an increasing amount of attention in the social sciences and 
in psychology in particular. See, for example, Cole, Engestrom, & Vasquez (1997), Ratner, 
(1991), and Wertsch, (1985b; 1991).
5 This notion of development is not dissimilar to what is referred to as ‘adaptive behaviour’ 
in the human factors and cognitive psychology literature (see, for example, Rasmussen
et al., 1994). In this context, ‘evolutionary’ adaptation is seen to occur to a large degree 
through a process of conscious and unconscious trial-and-error. What is distinct about AT 
is the way in which it views the relationship between development and culture. Unlike 
evolutionary adaptation, AT views learning as something that is culturally bound as well as 
constrained by the material world; the material artefact is understood and used in ways that 
are not due to its physical properties, but rather because of the way it is has taken on cul­
tural significance.
6 As Draper (1992) has pointed out, the three tied framework of operations, actions and ac­
tivity in AT and the movement between them bears a resemblance to Rasmussen’s skill, 
rule and knowledge level distinctions (Rasmussen, 1983). Rasmussen describes the skill- 
based level as the lowest level of motor-skill routines that are, by and large, unconsciously 
performed and contingent upon specific signs (e.g., in the environment). The rule-based 
level refers to conscious participation in actions that may require memory recall or repeti­
tion to perform. The actions are also influenced by the present environment and short-term 
plans (similar to goals in AT terms). Finally the knowledge-based level is guided by high- 
level aims (similar to motives) that can be accomplished through different means. These 
means are made up of an entire repertoire of operations, functions, processes, people and 
parts (similar to an activity system.). Rasmussen et al. (1994) also refers to shifts between 
the three levels and the evolution in expertise. As noted above, these are achieved in part 
through trial and error, similar to the way development is seen to occur through contradic­
tions and breakdowns in activity systems. Again the notable difference between these two 
conceptions of activity is the attention and importance given to culture in AT and the expla­
nations of the ways in which culture are passed on and preserved through mediated activ­
ity.
7 The term breakdown is taken from Winograd and Flores’ (1986) use of the phrase “break­
ing down”. Winograd and Flores have drawn the phrase from the works of Heidegger and 
use his example of the hammer to illustrate how the object (or tool) only becomes apparent 
in its own right when there is a breaking down (i.e., when the hammer does not perform as 
expected).
8 A significant exception to this is Yrjo Engestrom’s published work on expansive learn­
ing, Learning by Expanding (1987). However, as the title suggests, the content focuses on 
learning and development rather than attending, specifically, to the role material artefacts 
have in activity structures. Despite its focus, I note here that this source has been a crucial 
resource in the work presented later in this thesis.
?o
j. Modelling Activity to Inform Design
A s I set out in Chapter 3, one o f  the aims o f  this thesis is to explore how AT  
might be extended so that it can be used to model naturalistic descriptions o f  social 
activity. The purpose o f  exploring the use o f  A T ’s conceptual framework in this way is 
twofold. First, it may offer a way o f  interpreting naturalistic descriptions so that they 
can be used to inform design. Second, such a development may also more thoroughly 
explicate the relationship that exists in A T  between individual actions and structured 
social activity.
In seeking to develop AT, this research aims to take into account the social char­
acter o f  activity. It seeks to extend the A T  framework so that it not only considers the 
basic relationship between individual action and the wider social context, but also 
explains how social structures both arise from and influence practical actions. To do 
this, the research relies on the naturalistic descriptions o f  activity produced through 
qualitative fieldwork methods, and on a number o f  key theoretical points drawn from  
exploring the A T  literature, the broader theories o f  cultural-historical psychology, and 
their relationships to the programme o f  ethnomethodology.
In the following sections, I introduce these key points and specifically describe 
how  naturalistic descriptions o f  activity can be understood in terms o f  the A T  frame­
work. To begin, I set out to isolate that work in A T  which attends to the cultural and 
social character o f  activity. I go onto describe how  this work, in combination with 
some elements o f  ethnomethodology, can give rise to a theoretical basis for incorpo­
rating naturalistic descriptions into the A T  framework. Broadly speaking, I demon­
strate how  ethnomethodology, along with particular positions taken in AT, provide a 
systematic means o f  modelling naturalistic descriptions o f  social action. In the final 
section o f  this chapter, I w ill show how  this theoretical groundwork can be used to 
model naturalistic descriptions for the purposes o f  informing design.
Divisions in Activity Theory
Thus far, I have portrayed A T  as a unified programme o f  research with clearly 
defined theoretical underpinnings. Although rarely explicitly expressed, the current 
state o f  A T  is however noticeably disparate and fragmented (A xe l, 1997; Macaulay 
et al., 2000; Warkekker, 2000). In keeping with its multi-disciplinary programme, the
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theoretical framework o f  A T  has attracted researchers and practitioners from various 
epistemological orientations and a diverse array o f  fields (e.g., psychology in its many 
guises, sociology, anthropology, software engineering, computer science, etc.). This 
has resulted in numerous versions or readings o f  the original works by Vygotsky and 
his followers as w ell as various interpretations and re-interpretations o f  the building 
corpus o f  A T  literature by those who position themselves under the banner o f  ‘doing 
A T ’.
The consequence o f  this state o f  affairs has, I have found, made it extremely dif­
ficult to navigate the theoretical landscape that makes up AT. In particular, the various 
accounts o f  the framework make it difficult to formulate a v iew  that might provide 
a systematic means to interpret and make use o f  naturalistic data for the purposes o f  
informing design. Those works that have attended to design under the auspices o f  AT  
can be positioned, legitimately, anywhere between two broadly definable extremes.
A t one extreme, A T  is routinely employed to model domain specific events that are 
highly procedural. Undertaken, in large part, by those in fields such as cognitive sci­
ence, human factors and software engineering, work grouped towards this extreme 
commonly attends to the low-level processes and cognitions o f  computer-mediated 
activity. This focus, often by necessity, results in limited attention paid to the social 
character o f  work. It also places A T  in a somewhat reductionist and deterministic 
realm, depicting technological use and design as mechanistic projects operating within 
relatively static, tractable, rational, explainable and predictable conditions.
Towards the opposite extreme, A T  has been used to produce accounts that cap­
ture the social complexities o f  technology-mediated activities. Those in the social 
sciences, such as sociology, anthropology and social/educational psychology, have 
tended to undertake this work. They have considered the social orderings that both 
constitute and govern activity and aim to better characterise the complex and dynamic 
forms o f  social interaction that are brought to bear on interactions with and via com­
puters. They have also remained in tune with what Engestrom (1987) has enunciated 
as A T ’s origins in historical-materialism and the cultural-historical approach in psy­
chology. Presumably because o f  the complex nature o f  this subject matter, works o f  
this kind have, however, poorly explicated A T ’s role in practical design matters, all too 
often drawing on highly theoretical and rhetorical dialogues to stand their ground.
In what follows, I have aimed to navigate my way through the numerous works 
positioned between the extremes in AT, whilst retaining a focus on the project o f  de­
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sign and remaining attentive to activity’s social character. Because my overall goal is 
to produce a means to draw on qualitative naturalistic interpretations o f social activity 
to inform design, I have chosen to focus much of my attention on that body o f work 
in AT that most closely aligns itself with explanations o f social and cultural develop­
ment. This work does not specifically attend to design, but rather seeks to incorporate 
the dynamic qualities o f complex activities into the AT framework by accounting for 
the cultural and social influences that have an impact on activity. I see these sources as 
points of reference providing a plausible route through the mass o f empirical and theo­
retical literature on AT.
Much o f the re-conceptualisation that follows is thus based on works by 
Leont’ev and particularly works by Engestrom and Kuutti. These authors have bravely 
ventured into muddy waters, seeking to further expand the AT framework to system­
atically account for the social and cultural constituents o f activity that Vygotsky so 
enticingly alluded to but was unable to develop (Cole, 1986). Drawing upon this work, 
the following pages describe a particular conceptualisation o f AT that might operate 
to integrate rich and detailed qualitative descriptions of activity into the framework so 
that they are made systematically available to the project o f design.
Activity Theory & Practical Action
To get to grips with those observable actions that are performed in everyday 
‘natural’ contexts, I have borrowed on an analytical tradition that is quite different 
from AT; I draw on the programme of ethnomethodology that I reviewed briefly in 
Chapter 3. My decision to draw on ethnomethodology began with the realisation that 
I needed some systematic way of translating the interpretive and descriptive accounts 
produced from the fieldwork into the nomenclature of AT. Ethnomethodology ap­
peared appropriate for two reasons. First, during the study o f teenage mobile phone 
users, it seemed to provide a consistent way for me to interpret much o f the data I was 
collecting in the field; it was in keeping with the level o f detail that was observable 
and the fine-grained analysis I undertook to describe teenagers’ phone related activi­
ties. Second, I discovered that ethnomethodology and AT had a similar focus that 
enabled me to view ethnomethodologically informed descriptions o f action as conter­
minous with the lower-level elements depicted by the AT framework, namely those 
elements belonging to an activity system’s actions and operations.
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In this section, my aim is to show how I re-conceptualised the AT framework 
so that through the use o f ethnomethodology, the descriptive and detailed accounts 
of action could be incorporated into AT’s structures. I also go onto show that the 
ethnomethodologically informed depictions of actions (and operations) can be seen as 
part o f broader systems of practice subject to their own structural elements. These sys­
tems o f practice are shown to be equivalent to the activity level in the AT framework.
Ethnomethodology and activity theory
By drawing on ethnomethodology no claim is made that it shares a fundamental 
relationship with AT. Indeed, they are fundamentally different approaches to studying 
behaviour. AT, on the one hand, seeks to order and rationalise action in its own formal­
ised system of contextualised activity. Ethnomethodology’s programme examines the 
ordering and rationalising o f action, by aiming to explain how action is made account­
able, orderly and rational through its ongoing accomplishment.
Despite these fundamental differences, both AT and ethnomethodology have, 
in their sights, the problem of interpreting people’s everyday actions in social con­
texts. Thus, for my purposes, the focus on action is seen to be what unites the two ap­
proaches. As programmes o f research, both AT and ethnomethodology have a practical 
interest in the observable properties o f social actions and the ways in which they are 
ordered, or structured. On the one hand, ethnomethodology is concerned with how 
the orderly properties o f an occasion are made visible through action. Meanwhile, AT 
concerns itself with those actions that are performed in social contexts and how such 
actions contribute to social organisation (Engestrom, 1999b). Thus, they both share 
common ground with their interest in social action and its order— although, notably, 
their ultimate concerns are distinct.
This common focus provides the basis for exploring how the AT framework 
might be used to incorporate interpreted naturalistic data. Ethnomethodology is, 
for my purposes, seen merely as a means to ground naturalistic descriptions so that 
they can be made available to AT for the purposes o f design. Accepting this practi­
cal deployment o f ethnomethodology enables the rules, orderings and more generally 
‘ethno-methods’ understood to arise through the accomplishment o f practical actions, 
to be expressed as the structured operations and actions depicted in the AT framework. 
In short, the common focus on action and its order provides a bridge between natu­
ralistic descriptions and those structures in AT that can be systematically employed to 
inform design.
This bridge between naturalistic descriptions of social action and the structured 
framework of AT is made through the use of three key points:
1. The use o f an artefact, in goal-directed actions and operations, gives rise to (or 
affords) particular forms o f mediated behaviour.
2. The social structure o f goal-oriented action is constituted through the accom­
plishment of these mediated behaviours, and thus through the use o f the arte­
fact.
3. The socially ordered structures o f goal-oriented action evolve reflexively: the 
structural elements influence one another through their participation in medi- 
ated-action.
In the following, these points will be articulated in greater detail to show how 
the structures that emerge through orderly conduct are compatible with those struc­
tured actions and operations seen to exist in the AT framework.
1. Artefacts, operations factions -  in this first point I reveal how the material artefact influ­
ences actions and operations.
An explanation o f how naturalistic descriptions lend themselves to being rep­
resented in terms o f the AT framework must begin by attending to the role o f the ma­
terial artefact (in this case the technological artefact) and its role in practical action. 
Central to AT is the view that all artefact-mediated action is undertaken in a context 
that is subject to distinct material conditions. Significantly, any artefact is seen to 
present particular constraints o f its own and thus to have an influence on how an ac­
tion’s operations can be accomplished. That is to say that an artefact or technology, 
through it use, presents the conditions for achieving the goals o f action— the artefact’s 
design affords a particular means o f accomplishment (Kuutti, 1996). As Leont’ev suc­
cinctly phrases it, “a tool is a material object in which are crystallised methods and 
operations” (1978, p. 65).
In ethnomethodology, the artefact is seen to provide a means by which actions 
can be made both observable and accountable. The artefact, in this sense, is the em­
bodiment o f those practical methods that are brought to bear on an occasion for the 
purposes o f accountability (Suchman, 2000). As in AT, the artefact can thus be thought 
o f as a resource that shapes emerging actions, determining how they are practically ac­
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complished. As such, the use o f the artefact, and its contribution to the production of 
action, is the common denominator for both AT and ethnomethodology (ibid.).
The role the material artefact has in the operations performed can be expressed 
using the subject, artefact, and puipose/goal triad (Fig. 5.1a). In Engestrom’s (1987) 
terms, the technological tool equates to a primary artefact; that is, an artefact that 
leads to the formation of non-conscious operations. A  technological artefact, due to its 
material properties, can be seen to influence both the subject and purpose/goal because 
it makes only particular methods available.
F ig u re  5.1a. Tool-mediated operation. material
2. Artefacts, actions & social structures -  this point reveals how actions ‘produce’ social 
structures such as social rules, norms and roles.
From the standpoint o f ethnomethodology, social structures are thought to be 
produced through the accomplishment o f practical action. The structures of social 
rules and members’ roles arise, or emerge, through the accomplishment of those prac­
tices, or methods, that members bring to bear on different occasions. As Zimmerman 
writes, an occasion’s “structure o f rules and the relationship o f activities within it to 
those rules, and the ascribed (or achieved) statuses o f its participants” are viewed as 
“ temporally situated accomplishments o f the parties to the setting” (1971, pp. 94- 
95). As a consequence, those methods used to make actions observable and account­
able— and at least partially dictated by the material artefact— directly contribute to an 
occasion’s locally produced rules and ascribed statuses.
When viewed in this way, it is evident that ethnomethodology, like AT, has 
an interest in the relationship artefact-mediated actions have with social structures. 
According to AT, goal-directed actions, performed in a social context, are mediated 
by social structures. Specifically, they are mediated not just by the material situation, 
but also by the social rules and the orderly participation o f those engaged in action. As 
Kaptelinin writes (1996b, p. 57): “According to activity theory, the elementary com­
ponents o f activity— operations— are not just triggered by [the afforded] conditions,
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they are determined by the general structure o f the action they are incorporated into.” 
By way o f the artefact, the social structures are said to be embodiments o f the action, 
mediating the relationship between its three basic elements: subject, community and 
goal. As such, the artefact used in an action is seen as a representation that is more ab­
stract than the material tool, hence its title secondary artefact (Engestrom, 1987).
Viewing this process in terms o f the activity system, through practical actions, 
secondary artefacts— embodied in such things as technologies and the methods that 
come to be used— can be seen to shape social structures in two significant ways. One, 
they influence those rules that mediate an individual’s relationship with the larger 
community: both the tools and methods limit how people are able to interact with one 
another through action’s rules o f operation. Two, the ‘division o f labour’ required to 
achieve the goal is determined by the mediating artefact; the tools and methods dic­
tate who can interact (i.e., the community) and what roles they must take on to do so 
(i.e., the division o f labour). The rules and division of labour are constituted through 
the subject’s participation in mediated, practical action (F ig . 5 .1b: 3 ). That is, the two 
social structures come about as a result o f those actions and the corresponding (ha­
bitual and unconscious) operations that are made available by the technology and the 
methods subjects have employed to demonstrate their orderly and rational conduct. 
The purpose/goal influences the structures by the way in which the action’s opera­
tions are locally and practically accomplished (F ig  5 .1b: 4). Thus, the goal and what is 
transformed are subject to the social occasion and in particular its embodiment in the 
material artefact.
F ig u re  5.1b. Goal-oriented action.
Before moving onto the third point in this section it should be recognised that, in 
terms of AT, the view presented that goals can be constructed through artefact-medi­
ated, action might at first be seen as problematic. What is understood to be the goal-di­
C hapter Five 77
rected nature of action in AT could be seen to imply that goals are determined upfront 
and used to manage and direct behaviour. Nardi (1996c), for instance, claims that what 
she refers to as the “radically situated view”, grounded in ethnomethodological study, 
is flawed in its precept that goals are constructed in the ongoing accomplishment of 
‘situated’ action. She asserts that this emplies that action is performed without intent 
or directive interaction from the members of a situation. These inferences are made 
out to be in contrast to AT, where intent and the subject’s reflection on the activity are 
seen as guiding principles.
Such an opinion, however, positions AT in a way that is problematic and also 
misjudges ethnomethodology’s programme. It presupposes that action has an absolute 
beginning and end and that goals are set a priori in order to achieve a definitive out­
come. The core underpinnings o f AT would dispute this assumption. Since Leont’ev’s 
(1978) early work on activity, it has been claimed that actions are performed in a con­
tinuous process and that it is through this process that goals are constituted. It would 
be ineffectual to isolate goals or actions into distinct elements; both lead into the 
other, manufacturing a complex and tightly bound system o f interconnections. Thus, 
it cannot be said that actions are the exclusive determinant of goals. Nor though can 
it be said that goals exclusively shape actions. Rather, it is thought that the subjects 
or members o f a situation engage in actions and constitute goals through a dialectic 
interchange where continually occurring transformations shape and reshape both the 
purpose and the means by which actions are accomplished. Goals, then, are seen to 
guide action but, critically, they are thought to arise from the specific conditions of the 
situation. Ethnomethodology’s programme, rather than disputing this, would concur 
but employ the term reflexive rather than dialectic. It is this process o f reflexivity that 
is turned to in point three, below.
3. Reflexivity -  in this point I explain how the invoked structures reflect back on action.
Thus far, the described process has shown how the practical accomplishments 
o f mediated actions contribute to the organisation o f social behaviour. What the pro­
gramme of ethnomethodology also indicates is that the social structures that arise from 
technology-mediated actions also behave reflexively to shape the ongoing accomplish­
ment o f further actions. Through its social production, an action’s structures impose a 
commonsense understanding o f what is legitimate conduct. Those who are part o f an 
ongoing action invoke and preserve social order, or structure, through such taken-for- 
granted, commonsense knowledge. Thus, actions and their respective mediating tech­
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nologies, come to have contingent meanings that arise through their accomplishment 
and through the social structures that they shape. As the social structures unfold, the 
actions and their mediating technologies are interpreted and reinterpreted in a continu­
ous process. As Suchman writes, “the phenomenal field of action does not simply pre­
exist and take its meaning from activity [or its structures], but is reflexively generated 
through the same activity that it organizes, as found objects [or artefacts] are appropri­
ated and mobilised and new objects [or artefacts] created” (2000, p. 6).
This dialectic relationship is apparent in the AT framework. First, it is apparent 
within and between actions and operations. The elements o f both actions and opera­
tions are seen to be in constant interaction with one another to produce the potential 
for development. Specifically, contractions and breakdowns that arise between the 
elements are thought to be at the heart o f an evolving system and are considered as 
elementary parts of the process o f development. Second, AT captures the ongoing 
interaction between technologies, actions and social structures. In the AT framework, 
an action, its goals and objects, and its structure are thought to be integrated through 
the mediating elements. The elements— the artefacts (e.g., technologies), the social 
rules and the division o f labour— are seen as representations o f the evolving activ­
ity system (Engestrom, 1999b). Through action, they produce, carry with them, and 
preserve certain understandings o f how to achieve the goals o f action (Kaptelinin, 
1996b). Described in terms o f AT, such understandings, or knowledge in general, is 
internalised through action and specifically through contact with the material world 
(Vygotsky, 1978). In a cyclical process o f internalisation and then externalisation, the 
mediating elements both influence and evolve from these understandings, giving rise 
to the continuous process o f interconnection and development (Engestrom, 1999a; 
Vygotsky, 1978).
This notion of reflexivity also applies to the activity system. What is evident is 
that the mediating elements— the social structures and material artefact— can reflex­
ively alter how subjects understand and make sense o f what they do, what transforma­
tions they plan to achieve and the goals they set to accomplish these transformations. 
The locally produced social structures reflect back on the action, altering the methods 
by which conduct can be made observable and legitimately accomplished (F ig . 5.1c: 
5). These changes, in turn, have an impact on how the material artefact mediates the 
action. The artefact can come to be understood and thus operated differently by the 
subject (F ig . 5.1c: 6). The reinterpreted goals can also affect how the material artefact
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is used to participate in accepted, commonsense practices (F ig . 5 .1c: 7). This process 
of reflection in the activity system is summarised by Engestrom:
[T]he whole triangle depicted in Figure [5.1c] acquires a hierarchically higher 
second layer. This second layer corresponds to the information and execution of 
goal-directed actions in Leont’ev’s scheme. The operations fonned on this basis, 
from the ‘top’ down, become automatic but [...] are in principle capable o f be­
coming subjected to conscious elaboration when there is some departure from the 
normal conditions o f performance. (1987, p. 149)
F ig u re  5.1c. Reflexivity in goal-oriented 
action.
The comparisons based around the material artefact and action have shown 
that, for practical purposes, a common ground exists between the two programmes 
o f research. The three points covered, thus far, show that through employing an eth­
nomethodological viewpoint, everyday action can be made suitable for further analy­
sis using the AT framework. The points o f convergence can be expressed in more 
tractable terms by laying out those concepts used in AT against their equivalents in 
ethnomethodology (T a b le  5 .1 ).
Ethnomethodology AT framework
Member/
Subject
A member who participates in those 
taken-for-granted practices that are 
made available in a social occasion.
A subject who aims to achieve the goal- 
oriented actions that are constituted in a 
social context.
Operations Those actions, made wholly observ­
able, that are provided for through 
the material tool.
Non-conscious use of the material tool 
that is subject to its physical constraints.
Actions The practices at a member’s dis­
posal through which participation 
is demonstrated as orderly, rational 
and patterned.
The structured means by which a subject 
achieves socially constituted goals.
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Artefacts The ‘observable phenomena’ of ac­
tion, through which actions can be 
demonstrated as orderly, rational 
and patterned.
The symbolic or material tools through 
which actions are mediated and goals 
achieved.
Collective An occasion’s bystanders who par­
ticipate in the situation at large and 
who are tasked to bring the occasion 
under rational analysis.
The individuals who are part of the social 
context and contribute to the achievement 
of an action’s goals.
Social Rules Commonsense knowledge that is 
constituted through the ongoing ac­
complishment of practical, socially 
situated action.
Structured norms and practices that medi­
ate a subject’s relationship with the wider 
community.
Division of la­
bour
The locally organised structure of 
members’ roles in the ongoing ac­
complishment of situated action.
The division of labour through which the 
goals of action are achieved.
Goal That which arises from the situated 
occasion and aims to make action 
demonstrably ordered, rational and 
patterned.
The purpose of an action directed at ma­
nipulating or transforming the state of the 
world.
Reflexivity The process by which members 
seek to demonstrate and interpret 
social order—the ongoing use of 
those methods members bring to 
bear to make observable and under­
standable structured social rules and 
roles.
The dialectic relationship—between all 
actions and their individual elements— 
that causes the system to be in a constant 
state of change and development.
T a b le  5.1. Points of convergence between activity theoiy and ethnomethodology.
The above approach shows how technology can be seen to have an influence 
on the ways in which social order is produced through practical actions. In doing so, 
it presents a means of populating the lower-levels of what in AT is referred to as the 
activity system. What has yet to be touched upon in this explanation are the influences 
history and culture have on activity. The current thought in AT and cultural-historical 
psychology is that a society’s cultural resources are passed to successive generations 
through the material artefact (Cole, 1999). To extend this reasoning and contemplate 
the wider system of activity, the following pages describe how the AT framework 
might be re-conceptualised. Elements at the top level o f the activity system are shown 
to be part o f culturally evolved systems o f practice (or to use a Marxist term, praxis). 
It further claims that these systems of practice, mediated by cultural artefacts, are 
invoked by lower-level actions and operations. Following on from the three points 
above, this approach makes use of three further key points:
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4. Goal-oriented actions, and their structures, can be seen to invoke wider sys­
tems of practice, or activity systems.
5. These activity systems can be thought o f as a means to interpret and make 
sense o f social action.
6. All elements o f the activity system, from the artefacts and mediated behaviours 
to the social structures, operate together to manage the ways in which goals 
and motives are met.
To explain how the activity level, or top level, of the activity system arises from 
the depictions of goal-oriented actions and to consider the roles o f both history and 
culture, these three points are presented in detail below.
4 . Activity structures and systems of practice -  this point reveals how actions invoke wider, 
pre-existing, systems of practice or activity systems.
In his discussion o f cultural psychology, Cole introduces the idea of cultural 
contexts (Cole, 1999). He suggests such contexts can be thought o f as “environments” 
constituted by tool- (or artefact-) mediated practices and their relationships with one 
another. In the AT framework, cultural contexts might be seen to lie above the struc­
tures o f actions and operations. As Cole phrases it, cultural contexts can be made up of 
“tasks” [or actions] that have their “own material needs, associated tools [or artefacts], 
and knowledge” (1999, p. 92). As such, these contexts consist o f existing systems of 
practice used to organise and manage mediated action in familiar and recognisable 
ways. Looking, specifically, at young people’s educational settings, Cole goes on to 
suggest that by promoting the use o f particular material artefacts and ordered practical 
actions, cultural contexts can be transformed to create the conditions for development. 
Engestrom draws on Ilyenkov and Leont’ev to make a similar point about learning:
Ilyenkov... [points] out that in thinking, a truly developed concept “directly in­
cludes in it a conception o f the dialectics o f the transformation o f the individual 
and the particular into the universal” (Ilyenkov, 1982, 84). Recall here Leont’ev’s 
point about the development o f individual actions into activity. Leont’ev spoke of 
“reflecting the relation of the motive o f a given, concrete activity to the motive o f 
a wider activity” . This kind o f ‘reflecting’ is actually the same thing as Ilyenkov’s 
‘developed concept’ . They are both preliminary formulations o f the psychologi­
cal and epistemological substance o f learning activity. (Engestrom, 1987, p. 91)
What Cole and Engestrom make apparent is that high-level 01* wider activities are 
brought about by practically accomplished, tool-mediated actions (and presumably 
operations). This point resonates with Kuutti’s remark on activity (1996, p. 27), in
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which he suggests “the object and motive will reveal themselves only in the process of 
doing.” Kuutti thus holds that only by participating in artefact-mediated action do an 
activity’s objects and motives become apparent.
I wish to draw on the common point made by Cole, Engestrom and Kuutti to in­
troduce a slightly more subtle concept— although one that I believe remains consistent 
with this understanding o f lower-level actions (or activities) constituting wider activity 
systems 01* cultural contexts. Systems of practice that make up cultural contexts can 
be thought o f as invoked by particular social actions. Much as social structures are 
constituted by the accomplishment o f artefact-meditated actions (explained in point 
2 above), the structures of both actions and operations can be similarly thought of as 
invoking wider and most importantly pre-existing systems of practice, or higher-level 
structures. Thus, by participating in the methods by which action is made observable 
and orderly, existing, wider systems o f practice, or activity, can also be invoked.
This concept has been examined elsewhere in the literature. Looking, specifi­
cally, at local conversation, Ritva Engestrom (1995) relates the low-level “accom­
plishments” achieved in “ situated” talk to culturally evolved social practice. Drawing 
heavily on Bakhtin, the Russian literary theorist and philosopher (see, for example, 
Bakhtin, 1981), Engestrom writes: “One key proposition of Bakhtin is that a speaker 
invokes a social language in producing utterances” (1995, p. 198). Engestrom sees the 
rules that govern utterances as artefacts that can “weave together human action” and 
invoke culturally and socially shared language systems (ibid., p. 194). In this research,
I broaden this by suggesting that actions more generally— and not simply utterances—  
can invoke cultural and social systems of practice, such as language systems.
The collection of actions that serve to invoke wider systems o f activity can be 
expressed in terms o f the AT framework. Low-level actions are depicted as subor­
dinate to a wider system o f practices (the upper level o f the activity system). These 
practices, however, can be thought o f as invoked by particular actions (Fig. 5. Id). The 
actions’ social structures and overall network o f elements, including in particular the 
material artefact, call upon an existing system of practices that has its own structures 
and networked elements. This occurs because the actions, whenever they are per­
formed, bear the hallmarks o f the higher-level structures— that is, they contribute to 
and perpetuate what are already established ways in which everyday phenomena are 
demonstrated, made sense of, and held to account.
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F ig u re  5.Id . Invoked system o f  activity.
5. Commonsense understandings -  this point shows how higher-level activity systems re­
flect back on actions, influencing how they are understood and performed.
It is assumed that systems of practice are mobilised so that a community can 
draw on established means to make sense o f their actions, understand them in an 
orderly fashion and recognise their legitimacy. Systems of practice are the phenom­
ena o f ordinary society that are observable time and time again and are “assembled, 
revised, invoked, and used to recognise and account for a setting’s rational, that is 
orderly, properties” (Zimmerman & Pollner, 1971, p. 97). Thus, those structures that 
are locally produced to demonstrate orderly and rational action are also thought to call 
upon established methods, or practices, that have their own structure and order. These 
practices are seen to be commonly understood amongst the community; that is, they 
are subject to those taken-for-granted, commonsense understandings that a community 
invoke and preserve through the ongoing accomplishment of actions across time. They 
come to be guided by what Leont’ev (1981) has referred to as the ‘only understood 
motive’ . Thus, they have their evolutionary histories, and come to embody what the 
community produce and see as culturally meaningful.
Central to these practices are what can be thought o f as cultural artefacts. These 
are abstract artefacts that change how actions are made sense of. They are analogous
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to the tertiary artefacts that Cole refers to in his discussion o f Wartofsky’s three-level 
hierarchy of artefacts. Cole writes:
Such imaginative artefacts, he [Wartofsky] suggests, can come to color the way 
we see the actual world, acting as tools for changing current praxis. In modem 
psychological jargon, modes of behaviour acquired when interacting with tertiary 
artefacts can transfer beyond the immediate contexts of their use. (1999, p. 91)
Engestrom, also drawing on Wartofsky, describes tertiary artefacts as actual 
“methodologies or visions or world outlooks” that reflexively shape how actions and 
operations are practically accomplished. He shows how the abstract gives meaning to 
the concrete and conjures up ‘worlds’ that ‘transcend or violate’ all that is practical by 
citing a key passage o f Wartofsky’s that deserves reproduction in full:
(...) we may speak of a class of artifacts which can come to constitute a relatively 
autonomous ‘world’, in which rules, conventions and outcomes no longer appear 
directly practical, or which, indeed seem to constitute an arena of non-practical, 
or ‘free’ play or game activity. (...) So called ‘disinterested’ perception, or aes­
thetic perception, or sheer contemplation, then becomes a possibility; but not in 
the same sense that it has no use. Rather, in the sense that the original role of the 
representation has been, so to speak, suspended or bracketed.
(...) I would characterize such artifacts, abstracted from their direct representa­
tional function, as ‘tertiary’ artifacts, and suggest that they constitute a domain in 
which there is a free construction in the imagination of rules and operations dif­
ferent from those adopted for ordinary ‘this-worldly’ praxis. (...) That is to say, 
just as in dreams our imagery is derived from ordinary perception, but transcends 
or violates the usual constraints, so too in imaginative praxis, the perceptual 
modes are derived from and related to a given historical mode of perception, but 
are no longer bound to it. (Wartofsky, 1979, pp. 208-209, cited in Engestrom,
1987, p. 152)
There is much to be made of this passage that cannot be fully explored here. 
What I wish to note that is o f particular relevance to the progress o f my argument is 
Wartofsky’s reference to the ways in which the ‘ imaginary praxis’— the evolved ac­
tivity— is first derived from ordinary perception, then transcends it and subsequently 
re-shapes it. Wartofsky lays out a sequence in which the Weltanschauung (the world 
view)— or more simply phrased, ‘ commonsense’ understandings— are brought about 
by practical action and initially bound to the practical constraints o f ordinary, every­
day (primary and possibly secondary) artefacts. These general, abstract, taken-for- 
granted understandings then come to constitute an ‘ out-of-this-world’ sense o f things 
and doings— things and doings not constrained by the ordinary rules o f ‘this-worldly’ 
praxis. The third step in the sequence is the reflexive manner in which commonsense 
is reinstated in the practical world. Given that orderly and rational participation must
be demonstrated in specific contexts, commonsense understandings and meanings are 
invoked in different and new ways. Commonsense knowledge is thus drawn from the 
wider system of practices but is used to refer to the situation at hand. This continual 
use o f commonsense understandings means that those cultural artefacts that are taken 
for granted by a community are continuously and reflexively being interpreted and re­
interpreted.
It must be made clear that in AT, and the present research in particular, the so- 
called wider systems of practice are thought to have a relative permanence or durabil­
ity (Hasu & Engestrom, 2000). Although they may be interpreted in various ways, the 
social structures of these systems o f practice are seen to “evolve through long histori­
cal cycles in which clear beginnings and ends are difficult to determine” (Engestrom, 
1999b, p. 381). Engestrom uses the development o f language as an example o f this 
‘ tacit and gradual’ learning:
As the individual learns new models of using language, he or his teachers know 
these models are not societally new, they are only new to this specific individual.
But as the individual uses those models on his life activities, he actually produces 
societally new variations of the models, though mostly nonconsciously... The 
individual’s contribution quickly loses its individual identity and merges into a 
vast pool of similar contributions in the social exchange within communities.
In the long run, it will participate in the formation of new compelling models 
of language use, models into which the individual may or may not ‘grow from 
below’... These models eventually mold his whole world outlook and methodol­
ogy of dealing with the world, though very slowly and marginally. (Engestrom,
1987, p. 160, emphasis in original)
Thus, once invoked, world outlooks or systems of practice tend to have a promi­
nent role in how practical actions take shape and are accomplished. Specifically, what 
might be termed the sediment o f these high-level practices— the motives, social struc­
tures and commonsense understandings— shape the goals and structures of lower-level 
actions. It is this view that allows the invoked systems of practice to be thought of as 
commensurate with the activity level depicted in the activity system. That is, because 
o f their relative permanence and the moderating force they have over action, the wider 
systems o f practice can be thought o f as akin to the top-level o f the activity system.
Seen in terms of the activity system, the structures and elements belonging to 
the wider system of practices are portrayed as having an influence on the lower-level 
actions (Fig. 5.1e). The motives of the high-level practices, as well as the means by 
which they are achieved, determine the subordinate goals and shape the manner in 
which they are accomplished. This is because the practices bring to bear through their
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social structures, commonsense, taken-for-granted understandings o f how action can 
be made observable and accountable. Crucially, these understandings are constantly 
re-interpreted for the situation at hand. Thus, the primary elements may remain stable, 
but the practical accomplishment o f the action changes as it is re-ordered and made 
suitable for each occasion.
F igure 5.1e. Wider system of activity influenc­
ing actions and operations.
artifact
6. Activity system -  this final point reveals the interrelationship between the elements of 
the activity system.
For the purposes of explanation, AT breaks the activity system down into three 
levels— operations, actions and activities. Thus far, it has been demonstrated that the 
use o f material artefacts both shapes and is shaped by the social structures at what 
might be seen at the levels of action and operation. It has also been shown that these 
structures can, in turn, invoke higher-level activity structures that have evolved across 
time. This research also aims to illustrate that the elements at each o f these levels are 
intimately connected. No simple causal path can be traced between the levels or be­
tween their elements. Rather, the entire system operates in a complex manner, shaping 
both the ways in which motives and goals are achieved and the network o f elements 
that are employed to accomplish them.
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O f particular interest to this work is the role the artefact plays in this complex 
system of activity. Through its use in social action, the artefact is seen to embody 
meaning. The artefact’s meaning in a particular context is believed to be produced and 
made demonstrable through the accomplishment of the action’s goals. The rules, the 
norms and the division o f labour are thus thought to be made observable through the 
accomplishment o f practical action and in particular through those actions that are me­
diated by the material artefact. As a consequence, the way a technology is understood, 
interacted with and used is thought to reflect each and every element o f the activity 
system and their relationships with one another. In turn, the use o f the artefact has a 
corresponding impact on the activity system and its elements. Through shaping ac­
tion, the artefact both changes the observable structural elements and rearranges those 
structures that are invoked. The activity system is thus not only embodied in the arte­
fact, but is also constituted through its use.
This reflexive process provides one explanation for how the history and culture 
rooted in systems of practice can come to alter the shape o f low-level actions. Systems 
o f practice bring with them historical and cultural influences manifest in their rules, 
their organisations o f ‘ labour’ and the artefacts through which the various motives 
are achieved (Kuutti, 1996). These elements, embodying the accumulated historical 
experiences o f a community, are internalised, 01* acquired, by the subject through en­
gagement in action (Tolman, 1999). Thus, through the elements, the wider system of 
practices are bound dialectically with the actions and operations; they are first invoked 
by the actions and operations and, in response, bring about changes, or developments, 
in the sub-structures. In Engestrom’s words: “activity systems realise and reproduce 
themselves by generating actions and operations” (2001, p. 136).
Seen by way o f the activity system, the complex dialectical relationships both 
within and between the levels o f action and activity become difficult to depict. In es­
sence, each and every element of the activity system should be interconnected so that 
the changes at any given point can be shown to have an impact on the activity system 
as a whole. To simplify this, the activity system is divided into its three levels: opera­
tions, actions and activities (Fig. 5.If). As Engestrom describes it: “The triangle of 
learning activity [or simply activity] should be depicted as a three-level hierarchy. 
Each corner o f the triangle would thus have three qualitatively different levels: the 
overall activity, that o f actions, and that o f operations” (1987, p. 153). The elements 
at each o f these levels are shown to be interconnected and the levels themselves are
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depicted as having a dialectic relationship with one another. The top-level elements, 
making up the wider system of practices, are revealed to have a primary affect on the 
sub-level actions and operations. The social structures that are made apparent in the 
system of practices are preserved across time, bound with a community’s cultural his­
tory. Over time, however, the changes that take place at the lower-levels can impact on 
the invoked system of practices. The top-level elements and the network of relation­
ships can alter to reflect a shift in what has become legitimate social practice.
F igu re  5.1f. Activity system with complex 
interactions between three levels.
artifact
ACTION/
OPERATION
subject
Modelling Naturalistic Descriptions
T he key points elaborated above provide the basis for incorporating the phenom­
ena observed in naturalistic studies into the AT framework. They do so by offering 
a means of interpreting naturalistic descriptions so that they map onto the structures 
in AT. Specifically, the key points indicate positions of mutual interest between AT
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and naturalistic descriptions of everyday activity. In practice, the points raise specific 
questions that should be asked of naturalistic descriptions i f  they are to contribute to 
depicted systems of activity. The following describes how the six key points (shown 
again in T a b le  5.2) impact on the ways in which naturalistic descriptions can be un­
derstood and detail the questions that should be asked in seeking to model such de­
scriptions using AT.
1. The use of an artefact, in goal-directed actions and operations, gives 
rise to (or affords) particular forms of mediated behaviour.
2. The social structure of goal-oriented action is constituted through the 
accomplishment of these mediated behaviours, and thus through the 
use of the artefact.
3. The socially ordered structures of goal-oriented action evolve reflex- 
ively: the structural elements influence one another through their par­
ticipation in mediated-action.
4. Goal-oriented actions, and their structures, can be seen to invoke 
wider systems of practice, or activity systems.
5. These activity systems can be thought of as a means to interpret and 
make sense of social action.
6. All elements of the activity system, from the artefacts and mediated 
behaviours to the social structures, operate together to manage the 
ways in which goals and motives are met.
T a b le  5.2. Key points used to incorporate naturalistic descriptions of social
action into the structured framework of AT.
The first point describes how observed actions can be viewed as mediated by 
technology. That is, that through their use, technologies influence how actions and 
their goals are accomplished. It thus provides a means of expressing described actions 
as both mediated and shaped by material artefacts. Specifically, it shows that observed 
actions can be understood to be mediated by technologies and that their form can be 
seen to arise through the use o f mediating technologies. The questions that should be 
asked here are, one, what technology-mediated actions are made observable? Two, 
what are the technologies that mediate these actions? And three, what are the observ­
able ways in which these technologies shape practical actions? The issue to recognise 
here is that technologies should be understood as artefacts that mediate actions, aiding 
in the achievement o f particular goals. This has important implications for the rela­
tionship technologies have with actions that take place in a social context.
Point two reveals that actions, mediated by technology, can be seen to consti­
tute social structures. In particular, technology-mediated actions can be understood
to give rise to particular social rules and organised social roles through which goals 
are achieved. This point allows naturalistic descriptions o f action to be considered in 
terms o f their socially constituted structures. Specifically, it provides a means o f in­
vestigating how those actions that are shaped through the use o f technology give rise 
to social rales and a division o f labour. The questions to be asked here are, one, what 
social rules and roles are made observable through the technology-mediated actions? 
And, two, how are social rules and such things as ‘the division o f labour’ observably 
constituted?
The third point is concerned with the ongoing reflexive interaction between the 
elements o f action. As Engestrom suggests, this is the “bread and butter” o f develop­
ment that occurs in a way that is “gradual in form but profound in substantial effects” 
(1987, p. 158). By and large, actions and their elements thus evolve over time, coming 
to shape themselves through their accomplishment. In naturalistic descriptions atten­
tion must be paid to the structures that alter how actions are undertaken over time.
The artefact, social rules and division o f labour must be thought o f as elements that 
influence one another and themselves in an ongoing way. The development is seen to 
take place as a result o f conflicts and breakdowns between the elements. The ques­
tion to be asked here is, how do the constituted structures change or give rise to new 
forms o f action? This can be broken down into, one, do the constituted structures give 
rise to different or new ways o f using the mediating technologies; new social rules; 
and new ‘divisions o f labour’? And, two, do they also alter the actions’ goals? It must 
also be asked whether any observable breakdowns and/or contradictions caused these 
changes?
The fourth point indicates that wider systems of practice, 01* activity structures, 
can be seen in practical action. These systems of practice have their own social struc­
tures, made up of particular rules and norms and socially organised patterns of labour, 
which are coterminous to the lower-level structures. The questions to be asked are, 
one, do the structures constituted through observable action give rise to wider systems 
of practice? And two, what are the relationships between the structures: are there con­
tradictions or conflicts between them?
The fifth point assumes that certain commonsense understandings are em­
ployed in practical action. Action is thought to be guided by taken-for-granted rales 
and norms that help people to make sense o f what they do, e.g., how they understand 
technologies to operate, what puipose technologies serve and how they are used in
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everyday activity. These commonsense understandings are also thought to be shaped 
through practical action. Thus they develop in an ongoing reflexive manner. This point 
gives rise to three questions: one, what are the observable, taken-for-granted rules and 
norms used to order action? Two, how do these rules and norms shape actions? And 
three, how might the accomplishment o f action impact on the commonsense under­
standings people employ?
The sixth and final point demonstrates that the elements at each level o f activ­
ity operate together to produce an activity system that is in a constant state of evolu­
tion. No one element can be seen outside o f the activity system’s social and historical 
contexts. This has important implications when considering the use o f a technological 
artefact. It highlights the need to understand the artefact in terms o f its use— its use in 
social, cultural and historical contexts. It also makes it apparent that changes in a tech­
nological artefact’s design are subject to many forces, each acting to contextualise and 
make sense o f the technology with the aim o f achieving the goals o f action. This last 
point raises both broad and technology specific questions. One question is: how do the 
overall system of elements operate together to contribute to the ongoing development 
o f activity? Relating specifically to technology, two further questions are: what are the 
relationships between the elements that come to both shape and be shaped by the arte­
fact? And, how are these relationships embodied in practical action?
Informing Design
It is thought that by answering the questions raised by each o f the six points, 
naturalistic descriptions o f technology-mediated activity can be depicted in terms of 
the complex structures of the activity framework. By modelling naturalistic data in 
this way, it is further supposed that the activity framework can be used to reveal where 
technological changes might be needed and also how these changes might influence 
the overall activity.
The theoretical underpinnings described above provide a means for identifying 
technological requirements through two consecutive steps. First, they allow natural­
istic descriptions to be represented in terms o f the AT framework and, second, they 
enable breakdowns and contradictions to be identified between the elements o f the 
depicted activity system. The activity system that is derived from the naturalistic de­
scriptions can also help to determine how new solutions might be used in social ac­
tions. This is done by viewing any proposed solution in terms o f its relationships with
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the structures that are constituted through social actions. These processes of identify­
ing design possibilities and contemplating their use in social activity are elaborated 
below.
Contradictions and breakdowns
Earlier, it was noted that the possibilities for new technological solutions might 
be realised by identifying the contradictions and breakdowns that exist between the 
elements o f an activity system. Here, both contradictions and breakdowns will be de­
fined more clearly and the processes by which they can lead to learning and develop­
ment or be used to identify design requirements will be attended to.
Contradictions refer to conflicts between the elements o f an activity system, or 
conflicts between elements of different activity systems (Engestrom, 1987). According 
to Engestrom, development or learning takes place when these contradictions are 
overcome. Alternatively, possibilities for overcoming unresolved contradictions may 
lie in redesigning, or augmenting, the mediating artefact. Breakdowns are a particu­
lar form of contradiction. They occur when an artefact operates unexpectedly and 
the artefact itself becomes the object of an action (Bodker, 1991b). Like contradic­
tions, breakdowns can lead to the development of new forms o f action or interaction. 
Breakdowns that resist resolution indicate poor design o f the mediating artefacts (or 
other mediating elements).
Both contradictions and breakdowns can lead, on the one hand, to develop­
ment within the activity system and, on the other, point towards new design solutions 
(Bardram, 1998; Turner & Turner, 2001). By focusing on the artefact in terms o f con­
tradictions and breakdowns, both the possibilities for learning new forms o f interac­
tion and for discovering novel technological solutions can be taken into account. This 
can be done, first, by considering how existing artefacts either contribute or give rise 
to development through resolving breakdowns 01* contradictions and, second, by con­
templating how unresolved conflicts might be alleviated by the use o f new or alterna­
tive mediating artefacts.
Learning & development
Development occurs as a consequence o f resolved contradictions and takes place 
through the use o f the artefact, along with the social structures present in the external 
world. To overcome conflicts, people operate within the means that are made available 
to them in a situation. Specifically, their own capacity for innovation operates within
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the social and material context. As Kaptelinin writes (1996a, p. 109), “the combination 
of natural human abilities [combine] with the capacities o f external components—  
tools— to perform a new function 01* to perform an existing one more efficiently.”
Thus, faced with a conflict within or between activity systems, those resources that 
are made available in a situation will be employed to seek out different methods for 
achieving particular goals. Alternatively, they may also be used to reorient the activ­
ity towards new objects and thus transform the action and/or its purpose. This process 
is similar, in principle, to theories o f human error, where attempts to work within the 
limitations o f local, situational conditions and ‘recover’ from errors are said to place 
boundaries on behaviour (Rasmussen et al., 1994; Reason, 1990).
In order to identify conflicts such as contradictions and breakdowns, distur­
bances in the activity system must first be uncovered (Engestrom, 1987, 2000). 
Disturbances refer to disruptions in the normal course of events. In terms o f naturalis­
tic descriptions, this might be taken to mean those phenomena that are demonstrated 
by a situation’s members to be contrary to either commonsense knowledge or mun­
dane understandings o f everyday action; they might be where those taken for granted 
rules and roles, (i.e., social structures) o f a situation must be reflected upon and pos­
sibly re-purposed. This, in short, is where the practical work of accountability is put 
into practice. It is where the methods, or instruments, o f accountability are worked and 
reworked, produced and re-produced. It results in the ‘ invention’ o f a new method or 
instrument for the resolution o f the contradiction, demanding “experimentation, bor­
rowing 01* ‘conquering’ already existing artefacts for new uses.” (Engestrom, 1987, p. 
164).
This process o f development occurs from the bottom up in the activity system 
and through cyclical patterns of ongoing ‘expansion’ . Because o f his well-formed ar­
gument, I have chosen to quote Engestrom extensively to explain this process.
The consolidation of the new activity... may be divided into three broad sub­
phases. First the activity appears as systematic application, extension and gener­
alization of the newly created instruments. This sub-phase is offensive but some­
what repetitive. In a way, the basic idea of the new activity is reproduced and 
multiplied in an almost exhaustive manner—essentially within the confines of the 
uppermost ‘production’ triangle of the structure of activity (Figure [5 .1 a ] ) .
The second sub-phase may appear in the form of decreasing intensity and in­
creasing decentralization... This sub-phase is essentially variation and creation of 
further new instruments. The new activity consolidates itself by diversification, 
starting to produce new means—often surprising or even foreign to the initiators. 
Certainly the new activity has to coexist and compete with resistant structures
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of the old one. The survival of the new activity becomes a question of whether 
or not it succeeds in creating its own social ‘ infrastructure’ : rules, community, 
division of labour—resulting in triangles of exchange and distribution (the bot­
tom part of Figure [5 .1 b ] ) .  If the new activity remains within the sub-triangle of 
production only, it will soon run out of energetic and material resources. In other 
words, in order to survive, the new activity must become life activity for the sub­
jects, and a truly societal activity system for the neighbour activities.
In the third sub-phase of the consolidation, the new activity system is no more 
new. The focus is on the external relations of the activity. Paradoxically, this 
implies also that the activity system begins to defend and encapsulate itself. But 
the new activity is not a closed system. It must, among other things, produce 
outcomes for its object-activity and implement means produced by its instrument 
producing activities. In short, it must co-exist and interact within a network of 
activities.
... To define the entire cycle as the basic unit of expansive learning, and con­
sequently a developmental instruction, means that we are dealing with learning 
processes of considerable length. The intensive formation of a historically new 
activity system within a limited community or collective... is typically a matter 
of months and years. During such a period of creation, there appear iterative tran­
sitions back and fourth between the phases of the cycle. (Engestrom, 1987, pp.
190-192)
These three sub-phases thus indicate how an activity develops over time through 
the introduction of new artefacts (or instruments) and the repetition o f low-level ac­
tions that can be consolidated and transformed to become part o f wider, more stable 
activity systems. To induce change, the instruments function as “springboards” (ibid.), 
providing opportunities for contradictions to be overcome. The contradictions can be 
one o f the four I mentioned in the previous chapter: primary, secondary, tertiary or 
quaternary. Each can occur at the three sub-phases and thus give rise to development 
within or between existing activity systems or of entirely new systems.
To recognise where development has occurred, the artefact’s role in practical 
action must be considered. The artefact must be thought of as providing particular re­
sources for achieving actions’ goals and activities’ motives. It must be asked how the 
resources that are made available through the use of the mediating artefacts operate 
within or potentially re-purpose those rules, norms and roles (i.e., social structures) 
that are constituted in activity. Such examination shows how artefacts contribute to 
development and reveals the artefact-mediated methods that are employed.
The potential for new mediating artefacts
In some cases, chronic conflicts arise because contradictions or breakdowns can­
not be resolved using the available resources. O f particular interest in this research 
are those conflicts that are demonstrated to be insurmountable because o f failings in
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the technological artefact. In these cases, those common sense understandings that are 
demonstrated through practical action are put to the test so to speak. Technologies are 
re-modelled, re-assessed, re-interpreted and sometimes blamed through discursive 01* 
other performative means for failing to support those taken for granted rules, norms, 
roles, (i.e., social structures).
The possibilities for future designs arise from the identification o f these chronic 
conflicts. Again, disturbances in the so called ‘script’ o f the activity (Engestrom, 1987, 
2000) can be used to locate where these chronic conflicts occur. To determine whether 
a conflict is chronic and, in particular, related to the deficiencies in the technological 
artefact, attention must be given to how it is made observable. As above, attention 
should be paid to whether the conflict is represented as leading to a contradiction or, 
more crucially, a breakdown in the action. In the case o f chronic conflicts, breakdowns 
are demonstrated as unrecoverable problems with the technology.
Having identified those situations in which technologies are demonstrably 
shown to fail, when they are thought to fail and how they do so, it is left to the art 
o f imagination to devise alternative possible solutions. Any technological solutions 
should aim to recover those problems that have been made observable through the 
artefact. They should also aim to operate within the commonsense understandings 
that those member’s o f a situation bring to bear in performing an action. They should, 
in particular, seek to resolve breakdowns in the context o f the activity system. Using 
AT to inform design is thus a two-stage process. First, breakdowns and contradictions 
enable the current technological failures within an activity system to be identified. 
Second, the system’s existing social structures indicate how new technological solu­
tions might operate in practice and, specifically, how they might successfully support 
particular actions. Breakdowns and contradictions thus point towards possible solu­
tions, whereas social structures provide a means to determine how such solutions 
might succeed (or fail) in the larger context o f social practices. Next, I will outline the 
second of these two stages.
Artefacts in use
Having arrived at the technological solutions that might contribute to further 
developments within an activity system, attention must also be paid to how such solu­
tions may be used to accomplish the goals of practical action. This research suggests 
that the social structures that are depicted through the framing o f naturalistic descrip­
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tions can be employed for this purpose. At one level, those structures that are seen to 
be locally constituted can be used to determine the extent to which the actions medi­
ated by a proposed technology will conform to existing social rules and organised 
social roles. At a second level, the actions accomplished through the use o f a proposed 
technology can be seen in terms of the invoked, wider system of practices and its more 
permanent social structures.
Attending, first, to the locally produced social structures, consideration must 
initially be given to the possible actions that are afforded by a proposed solution. It 
should be asked whether the properties o f the solution afford behaviours that conform 
to the social structures. More precisely, the actions that are afforded through the solu­
tion must be considered with respect to those taken for granted rules, norms, roles, 
(i.e., social structures) that are locally constituted. The impact the solution has on 
these social structures must be explored with an emphasis on uncovering any contra­
dictions or breakdowns. In general, a proposed solution should be thought o f as either 
contributing to the ongoing accomplishment o f the action or a shaping force for ex­
pansive development.
I f  the solution is seen to contribute to ongoing accomplishments through a re­
conceptualisation of the action, it plays a role in what Engestrom (2000) has called 
horizontal or sideways learning. That is, the solution provides a means o f shifting or 
reconstructing how the action is understood and recognised to contribute to the pur­
pose. The solution, in short, alters what is understood to be orderly conduct and taken- 
for-granted in the commonplace actions. Distinct from this is expansive learning, 
where such taken-for-granted understandings undergo a progressive developmental 
change rather than an entire re-conceptualisation. This form o f learning is more close­
ly tied with the historical development o f the action and how understandings have 
come to be formed over the course o f practical engagement.
To assess whether a solution will result in either form o f change or, alterna­
tively, lead to chronic contradictions or breakdowns, the actions that are afforded by 
a proposed solution must be considered in terms of the wider system of practices. It 
should be determined whether any new social rules and roles, brought about through 
the use o f the solution, are commensurate with the invoked system of practices and, 
in particular, whether they are commensurate with the more stable structures at the 
activity level. Any low-level contradictions 01* breakdowns that are thought to occur 
between the action’s elements should be seen in the wider context o f the activity,
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and its structures and motives. It should be recognised that there is the possibility for 
these conflicts to be reinterpreted in this context and made sense o f in different ways. 
Alternatively, it should also be accepted that they might remain and/or give rise to 
more contradictions or breakdowns. Broadly speaking, because activity structures are 
regarded as more pervasive or stable, the solution must be seen to afford actions that 
support the wider system o f practices or that produce new ways in which to achieve 
the requisite motives. I f  the locally produced actions and their structures fail to oper­
ate in either way, the technological solution must be seen as a disruption to the overall 
activity and its design should be reconsidered.
In this chapter, I have outlined two distinct stages that may enable the descrip­
tions produced from naturalistic studies to be incorporated into the AT framework 
and subsequently used to inform design. First, I have suggested that naturalistic de­
scriptions might be modelled using the AT framework through a six-stage process. In 
developing this process, I have drawn on an ethnomethodological orientation to de­
vise a means of representing naturalistic descriptions so that they may be depicted in 
terms of AT’s structures. I have also relied on the theoretical works o f several authors, 
particularly Engestrom, to conceptualise a framework that allows low-level practical 
actions and operations to be seen to both constitute and be subject to wider social and 
cultural practices.
Second, I have revealed how, once modelled, naturalistic descriptions might be 
used to point towards design implications. By extending the theories o f learning and 
development primarily expounded by Engestrom, I have described how contradictions 
and breakdowns can indicate failures in existing technologies and offer up possibili­
ties for alternative solutions. Particular emphasis was placed on the role artefacts (e.g., 
technologies) have in the development of an activity system and the potential they 
have for mediating ‘expansion’ .
With this theoretical basis, the following chapters present the empirical research 
undertaken in this thesis. By drawing on the descriptions resulting from the field study 
o f teenagers and their use of mobile phones, they aim to test out the theoretically de­
rived ideas presented in this chapter. First, the methods used and the analytical posi­
tions taken in the fieldwork are detailed. Next, in Chapters 7 and 8, two interpretive 
descriptions o f the empirical data are presented. Finally, in Chapters 9 and 10, both
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descriptions are subjected to the stages outlined above to elicit a number o f design 
suggestions.
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6. Methods
T his chapter describes how the proposed activity theory framework has been as­
sessed in this thesis. The assessment involved the use of the AT framework to model 
the descriptions produced from a fieldwork study o f teenagers and their use of mobile 
telephones. In this chapter, I explain how the qualitative data were collected and ana­
lysed. I then describe how, once the descriptions produced from the field study were 
incorporated into the AT framework, activity theory was judged on its suitability as a 
means for using naturalistic descriptions to inform design.
Methodological Orientation
As the aim of this thesis was to assess the capacity activity theory has to draw 
on naturalistic descriptions to inform design, I set out to collect the data using the 
methods espoused and routinely applied in naturalistic studies o f technology in use.
As I outlined in Chapter 2, studies o f technology that employ naturalistic approaches 
commonly orient their research, to varying degrees of detail, around the ethnographic 
tradition. Before I describe my own application o f this tradition in the study o f teenag­
ers and their use o f mobile telephones, I want to provide a brief background to the use 
o f ethnography in studies of work so as to offer some methodological context.
The ethnographic tradition in studies of work
In its original guise, practiced in the human science disciplines o f anthropology 
and sociology, the ethnographic tradition has been used to get ‘ inside’ the social ar­
rangements and relationships of particular cultures in order to demonstrate the ways 
in which peoples participate in their daily lives. Bringing with them an ‘analytical 
mentality’ and orienting their work with respect to predefined explanatory frameworks 
(Anderson, 1997; Button, 2000), sociologists and anthropologists have undertaken 
ethnographies amongst such broad ranging groups as hobos, hookers, musicians, mari­
juana users and, o f course, the so called exotic islanders of Polynesia and Melanesia. 
The use o f this tradition continues with studies o f far more prosaic foci; for example, 
studies have been reported on TV viewing, popular music, nightclubs, and shopping.
Departing somewhat from these origins, researchers in sociology, anthropol­
ogy and, to a lesser extent psychology have also brought the ethnographic tradition
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to design and engineering fields such as HCI and CSCW (for review, see Heath, 
Knoblauch, & Luff, 2000). Rather than seeking merely to theorise about particular 
cultures or social groups, the studies in these fields have been undertaken with the 
practical aims of better understanding work practice and informing the design o f com­
puter technologies. By and large, this research has, however, been more akin to run- 
of-the-mill fieldwork, or the “scenic depictions of settings and doings” (Button, 2000, 
p. 330), than the original ethnographic works in anthropology and sociology (Dourish 
& Button, 1998); less concerned with the deep understandings o f the social structures 
and functions that are brought to bear on daily life, the research has primarily sought 
to draw loosely on the ethnographic tradition to depict the socially situated use of 
technologies. Thus, it has been relatively focused, producing high-level descriptions of 
organisational work settings and collaborative, technology-mediated activity.
Although naturalistic studies o f work have predominantly taken the form of 
scenic, ethnographic-like fieldwork investigations, there has been, as I indicated ear­
lier, a small but vocal group o f researchers who have adopted an ethnomethodological 
orientation to their studies. These researchers have taken a subtle but important step 
away from the forms of fieldwork commonly used to study work settings. They have 
used familiar fieldwork techniques to amass data but, significantly, have sought to 
preserve how it is exactly that order is accountably and practically produced through 
routine social practices. Thus, as well as seeking to uncover the fine-grained detail of 
activity, they have also moved away from the theorising that so heavily determines the 
descriptions produced in traditional ethnographies and that result in reified theoretical 
constructs (Heath et al., 2000).
Orientation to fieldwork
This attention to the detail o f people’s social accomplishments and the efforts 
made to understand how people ‘pull o ff’ the orderly business o f doing ordinary activ­
ities reflect the underlying orientation to the fieldwork I present in the following two 
chapters. In both chapters, I turn my attention to how teenagers accomplish their rou­
tine, phone-mediated activities in orderly ways and how these accomplishments serve 
to hold them to account. Importantly, however (as will be made clear in the presented 
descriptions), my analytical orientation is not limited by the research programme of 
ethnomethodology. My reference to the social structures that are invoked through the 
use o f mobile phones and the functions they play, particularly in Chapter 6, are clear
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breeches o f the ethnomethodological orientation. Nevertheless, my efforts have been 
to follow an ethnomethodologically informed approach to understanding phone use 
amongst teenagers; they have been to build rich and detailed descriptions o f teenagers’ 
phone-mediated activities so as to get the observations and the accounts to ‘ speak for 
themselves’ and to get at what.teenagers need to Imow to get mobile phone use ‘done’ .
In adopting this approach, my intention in the fieldwork study was not to at­
tend to a broad range of users but rather to investigate phone use in detail amongst 
one particular social group. In line with the large majority o f naturalistic approaches,
I decided to investigate a limited case sample to gain an in-depth understanding o f a 
social setting’s ‘members’ . There is a significant precedent for approaching qualitative 
fieldwork in this way. Anthropology, sociology and more recently psychology have 
each laid claim to what are referred to as idiographic methods with the aim of getting 
at the detail o f situated, everyday behaviours through the study o f small groups or 
even single individuals (e.g., Cronbach, 1975; Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995; Harre 
& Stearns, 1995; Hastrup, 1995; Henwood & Nicolson, 1995; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; 
McGuire, 1973, etc.).
Predictably, the uptake o f these methods has been thwarted by claims that they 
offer no means for generalisation within or between groups or cultures because they 
lack quantitative rigour. In anthropology (and to a lesser extent sociology), this gener­
alisation argument is, more or less, all done. As Becker puts it: “I f  we haven’t settled 
[these epistemological issues] definitively in two thousand years, more or less, we 
probably aren’t ever going to settle them. These are simply the commonplaces, in the 
rhetorical sense, o f scientific talk in the social sciences, the framework in which the 
debates go on” (Becker, 1993, p. 219). Generalisation is thus seen as either inconse­
quential to the research at hand or gleaned, in ways that are ‘good-enough’, through 
uncovering commonalities with respect to particular social and cultural contexts 
(Wolcott, 1995).
In psychology, the fixation with scientific rigour makes the generalisation argu­
ment a more difficult problem to resolve. The prevalence o f large n’s (sample sizes) 
subject to quasi-experimentation in reported psychology research is indicative o f the 
importance researchers in the discipline place on making generalisations through large 
sampling techniques. More generally, as Rogers (2000) reminds us, the mainstay in 
psychology is still very much routed in the ideological framework that supports and
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encourages those quantitative practices that seek to ‘objectively’ report general mat­
ters o f scientific ‘ fact’ .
As the puipose o f this study is to determine whether activity theory can provide 
a basis for design decisions based on descriptions from naturalistic studies (that, by 
and large, demand small samples) the arguments about generalisation and the efforts 
made for so called external validity in social-scientific empiricism can be put to one 
side. However, I wish to add at this stage that, to my mind, the anthropological litera­
ture has it right in suggesting that understandings o f commonality amongst a ‘popula­
tion’ can, subject to particular constraints, sometimes be made from localised studies. 
These understandings are reliant on the ways in which studies are undertaken and 
what I believe to be the ways in which the researcher is able to draw out what seems 
commonsensical to the ‘members’ o f a social context. Accepting the problems that 
any localised field study may have in being ‘representative’ o f a population, I wish to 
emphasise a particular point. Rather than seeking to resolve the problems of ‘general- 
isability’, my hope is that this point indicates how the research orientation I adopted 
aimed to produce an account of what is generally Jmown about phone-mediated ac­
tivities by uncovering the commonsense understandings that teenagers have at their 
disposal. What I do not wish to do in making this point, however, is position myself 
in opposition to the quantitative approaches and methods used in data collection and 
analysis. Indeed, I would argue that the distinction between qualitative and qualitative 
approaches can sometimes be subtle, with both encompassing methods for ‘getting at’ , 
in varying ways, how common, how often, how important and so fourth.
As I have established, by employing an ethnomethodologically informed ap­
proach to my research, I sought to get an in-depth sense of how teenagers go about the 
business of doing those activities that make up and provide for mobile phone ‘work’ . 
In doing so, I sought to get at what teenagers take to be the commonsense understand­
ings o f mobile phones and their use. For example, the teenagers interviewed appeared 
to take it for granted that a text message sent should be reciprocated in kind, whereas 
an audio phone call simply did not have the same qualities to invoke the obligations of 
reciprocity. To my mind, such commonsense understandings provoke questions such 
as, why is it that some things must be reciprocated? And how is it that these sorts of 
practices are shown to be practically accomplished? By asking questions such as these 
in my research, my aim was to unravel how commonsense understandings are made
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observable and accountable— in a manner of speaking, how they become commonly 
known about.
As Sacks in several o f his edited lectures suggests (e.g., Sacks, 2000a, 2000d), 
by getting to understand how ‘getting-known-about’ is systematically achieved, we 
might be able to elaborate on that which is known about. That is, we might be able to 
‘pin down’ the sorts o f things that ‘everyone’ knows. Sacks’ approach to this was to 
investigate specific instances of talk and the orderly ways in which common knowl­
edge is produced and provided for. This, then, is at the heart o f the point I wish to 
make: what Sacks and others following the ethnomethodological tradition have dem­
onstrated is that it is not simply the frequency o f a phenomenon that makes it visibly 
common or general in a population. What is common, ordinary and generally taken 
for granted is also demonstrated, and possibly more tellingly so, in the ways that being 
common and ordinary is practically made visible and accomplished.
Thus, when claims are made o f what teenagers do with their mobile phones in 
this research, what I am suggesting is not what they all do, but rather what teenagers 
present as commonsense— what they make out to be known about. What is crucial 
in this ‘take’ on understanding activity, is that the reliance is not on how frequently 
something occurs, but rather on unearthing the ‘machinery’ by which it gets produced. 
In the words o f Douglas and Hughes: “The evidence for the description is to be found 
in the activities described rather than... the procedures o f its mathematisation” (1993, 
p. 132).
As an aside, this description o f the approach taken indicates why I did not attend 
to, or indeed problematise, such ‘grand’ themes as class and gender when it came to 
this research; those activities that were recounted in the transcripts or made observable 
in the field did not produce and assemble ‘gender’ or ‘class’ as accountable means to 
demonstrate the commonsense practices o f phone-mediated activities. That is not to 
say these structural arrangements are non-issues in the context o f mobile phone use 
amongst teenagers, or that in a particular occasion differences in sex or class might 
serve in the management o f the orderly business of mobile phone use. Rather, it is to 
suggest that in those accounting practices that were made available in the data, gen­
der or class were not made out to be the observable ‘machinery’ through which social 
practices were routinely managed. O f course, I might also ask i f  such commonsense 
understandings of phone use apply to different 01* all teenagers, but that, I believe, is
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quite a different study to the one presented here, possibly requiring quite a different 
orientation.
Fieldwork Study
T h e  data used in this thesis are the result o f a fieldwork study that took place at 
a sixth form college located in an English suburban town. Run over a five-month pe­
riod, and consistent with the general trends in ethnographic research (Flick, 2002), the 
study employed various qualitative procedures, including observational and interview 
techniques (see T a b le .  6.1). This resulted in a substantial collection o f both observa­
tional field notes and group interview transcripts.
30/01/01
30/04/01
15/03/01: pilot
02/04/01
24/06/01
* Still digital cameras and audio 
tape recorders supplied to 
participants over course of 
interview period.
T a b l e  6.1. Timetable for fieldwork.
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Domain of study
Broadly speaking, the reported study undertook to investigate the ways in which 
teenagers’ everyday activities are mediated by the mobile telephone. Although there 
are obviously a wide variety o f mobile phone users, I chose to focus on teenagers 
because o f their significant uptake o f mobile phones and because of the novel and in­
ventive ways they interact with them. Moreover, I felt that a study o f teenagers’ use of 
mobile phones would be compelling because o f young people’s enthusiasm for tech­
nology and be an interesting contrast to the studies o f professional or office workers 
that have been the traditional focus in the fields of interactive system design (Makela, 
Giller, Tscheligi & Safelin, 2000; O’Brien et al., 1999; Tolmie, Pycock, Diggins, 
MacLean, & Karsenty, 2002).
Fieldwork setting
As indicated, the fieldwork study took place at an English, suburban sixth-form 
college. A  familiar part o f the English education system, sixth-form colleges are in­
stitutions in which students between the ages o f 16 to 19 are taught for two years in 
preparation for their advanced level examinations. These examinations qualify them 
for entry into university— determining whether they can attend university, what uni­
versity they attend and what subject they might study. Approximately fifteen miles 
outside of Greater London, the college at the centre of this fieldwork was selected 
because a relationship that had been forged through an earlier study enabled me to 
organise the data collection with relative ease: providing me with direct access to the 
college premises for the observations and to the students for the group interviews.
Observations. The observations were undertaken on the college premises and re­
corded using field notes. The vast majority o f data were recorded in the college’s caf­
eteria, although data were also captured in the college hallways, the playgrounds and 
in the areas immediately outside the college. The field notes, taken in what amounted 
to approximately twenty hours of field observations, consist of ethnographically 
‘worked-up’ descriptions o f the many and varied phone-related activities performed 
by the college’s students. This relatively modest field study was not intended to be of 
the kind undertaken in traditional ethnographies, where many weeks and sometimes 
months are spent in the field trying to build a complete picture o f a setting and its 
members. Rather, effort was made to capture the ‘flavour’ o f the “quick and dirty” 
ethnographically informed studies regularly undertaken for the purposes of informing
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design, where particular aspects o f the setting are attended to because o f the specific 
interest in design (Hughes et ah, 1994).
In using this approach, attempts were made to detail as many o f the instances 
o f phone and phone-related use as possible during the observations. Field notes were 
made throughout the school day— during breaks and class time— so as to capture 
phone use during the busiest periods, where phone use was prolific, as well as the qui­
eter ones. In sampling the phone-related instances in this way, my intention was to de­
tail as many o f the activities that were recognisably different and distinct, in much the 
same way as Glaser and Strauss (1967) suggest in their early attempts to explain how 
data should be collected using the approach known as grounded theory} The observa­
tions continued in parallel with the group interviews, but were tailed o ff and eventual­
ly ended when I felt I had exhausted the ‘unearthing’ o f distinctive activities and when 
I believed I had a sense o f what they accomplished in the observed settings.
Group interviews. For the group interviews, students from a number o f classes 
were asked to volunteer for the study. The six students who eventually participated 
were drawn, casually, from a large selection o f volunteers. Originally, four girls and 
two boys were selected to participate. In the first week of the group interviews, one 
o f the boys withdrew from the study and a fifth girl was selected to replace him. In 
a number o f the group interview sessions the interviewees asked whether they could 
bring their friends along to participate in the discussions. This decision was left open 
to the group who never refused participation from outsiders.
Overall, ten interviews were held over a period o f twelve weeks amounting to 
over eight hours o f video taped data. The interviews took place in various locations, 
including the college’s classrooms and common areas; ‘The Mound’ , a small park just 
outside o f college buildings; and in the food hall o f a local shopping mall. They were 
semi-structured and based on questions raised from early analyses o f the observational 
data and o f the discussions that took place during the interviews themselves. The 
group interviews were designed to provide an insight into phone use in settings that 
were not accessible to observations, such as classrooms, homes, etc. as well as offer a 
greater insight into the use of phones in public spaces.
To encourage participation and provide points of discussion, the six partici­
pants— all of who were regular mobile phone users before the study— were provided 
with identical mobile phones (Nokia 3310s) and £65 worth o f call credit. The partici­
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pants were encouraged to customise their phones— both the interactive settings, such 
as ring tones, as well as the physical appearance.
Borrowing on Gaver, Dunne and Pacenti’s (1999) use o f materials to provoke 
“ inspirational responses” , ‘cultural probes’ were also used to stimulate the partici­
pants’ thoughts on their use o f phones. For instance, the six participants were asked 
to use diaries, digital still cameras and audio tape recorders during the study. The stu­
dents were asked to log their text messages in diaries for specified periods. They were 
also asked to take pictures (using the supplied cameras) o f what they thought might be 
interesting and relevant to phone use in their daily lives. Two of the more enthusiastic 
participants also made audio recordings o f their talk with friends (using the tape re­
corders supplied to them) when they felt the phone had some role to play as either the 
topic o f conversation or in mediating it. Although not kept, the logged text messages 
were used to generate discussion in the interviews. The pictures, displayed on a laptop 
screen during the interviews, and audio recordings were used in a similar vein.
Analytical orientations
In Chapters 7 and 8, 1 present two interpretations of the collected fieldwork data. 
These interpretations are produced through two distinct analytical approaches in the 
hope o f demonstrating the varying levels o f detail that can be accessed in qualitative 
studies.
In Chapter 7 ,1 draw out the structural relationships that are constituted through 
teenagers’ mobile phone related activities. I indicate that the differential and relational 
features o f teenagers’ social encounters are played out in and through the mobile 
phone. By touching on works by Mauss (1997) and Berking (1999), I make specific 
reference to the social structures that are invoked in the practices o f social reciproc­
ity and particularly gift-exchange performed by teenagers through their phones. In an 
attempt to remain grounded in teenagers’ locally produced accomplishments, I also 
seek, however, to uncover how these orderly structures are occasioned through situ­
ated, practical actions. For example, I pay close attention to how the local sharing of 
text-messages is made out not to be some indifferent exchange o f the inanimate, but 
rather the sharing o f an object imbuing ‘ life’ and demanding the obligation o f relation­
al ties. In principle, this sense o f a locally invoked structure is similar to the anthropol­
ogist Radcliffe-Brown’s (1987) understanding o f social structures, in which structures
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are viewed as constituted and maintained through the observable actions performed 
between individuals.
In Chapter 8, 1 attend to the finer detail o f teenagers’ phone-related actions.
I look, specifically, at how teenagers’ routine talk about and through phones serve 
to produce a social order. For instance, by observing how talk is practically accom­
plished, I reveal that the phone serves as a resource to arrange and manage a conversa­
tion’s topic and the status o f the participants o f a conversation. I also demonstrate how 
these phone-mediated forms of talk can be used to accomplish localised acts o f sub­
version. A  conversation analytic orientation, based on works by Sacks (2000c), is used 
to inform the analysis in this chapter and use is also made of both Goffman’s (1959; 
1963; 1972) and Goodwin’s (1981; 1987; 1994) observations on gestures and postures 
in talk.
The main themes in both Chapters 7 and 8 were examined because they ap­
peared to be particularly salient in the field notes and transcripts. Broadly speaking, 
the themes were felt to emerge from the commonplace and ordered activities that were 
regularly made observable in the teenagers’ actions and accounts. This strategy was 
felt to be in keeping with the ethnomethodologically informed orientation I had cho­
sen, as it brought the means by which teenagers ‘accomplished’ orderly phone-use to 
the fore. It also had a central concern with how teenagers’ phone-mediated activities 
were made observable phenomena through practical actions.
Additional issues
In terms o f the fieldwork study, there are four additional points that I wish to 
raise at this stage that I feel had a significant impact on the study.
i. Use of mobile phones. As I reported at the beginning of this thesis, the use of 
phones amongst teenagers is widespread. The significant number o f teenagers owning 
and using mobile phones has been reported in a broad array o f sources, (e.g., Grinter 
& Eldridge, 2001; Ling 2000; Weilenmann & Larsson, 2001) and was confirmed in 
the fieldwork undertaken in this research.
This ubiquity o f mobile phone use amongst teenagers had an impact on both 
the data collection and the analysis. In data collection, the widespread use o f phones 
meant that, in taking field notes, I often had to choose to observe only one of several 
concurrent phone-mediated interactions. In general, I made an effort to attend to the 
activities that I could obtain the most detail from, i.e., that I had the clearest view of
and where talk could be overheard. Alternatively, I would elect to observe activities 
that I felt I needed to follow up on to clarify particular details. In the group interviews 
the enthusiasm for mobile phones meant that the participants were eager to recount 
anecdotal stories or comment on the characteristics and qualities o f various phones.
The analysis was affected by the prevalence of particular reoccurring activities. 
Specifically, the frequent, small, localised forms of interaction that mobile phones ap­
peared to encourage led much of the analysis to focus on face-to-face, phone-mediated 
activities. For example, the talk between teenage phone users who were together, in 
the same place, was a central focus in the analysis. Although phone use amongst teen­
agers is by no means limited to these forms o f localised, phone-mediated activities, 
there is evidence to suggest it is common amongst teenagers as a whole (Ling, 2000; 
Standen, 2001; Weilenmarm & Larsson, 2001).
2. Acceptance of study by students/participants. Generally, I found the college’s stu­
dents accepted me as an observer over the course o f the fieldwork study. For the most 
part, I seemed not to draw much attention from the students during the period I under­
took the observations. As the fieldwork progressed, several students ‘got wind’ of my 
interest in mobile phones and would occasionally talk to me during my visits to the 
college. I saw this as a positive aspect of ‘engaging’ with the field and found the stu­
dents were helpful in providing informative insights into those actions and activities I 
initially found unfamiliar and difficult to get to grips with.
Overall, the six students who participated in the study were eager to take part in 
the group interviews and to talk about their various uses of the mobile phone. Almost 
certainly, the provision of a mobile phone and call credit did much to encourage their 
initial participation (notably, all the participants used their own money to purchase 
‘talk time’ once their allotted call credit had been spent). A  number o f the participants, 
however, took it upon themselves to contribute more than I expected. For example, 
several participants regularly sent me some of their own messages that they thought I 
might find interesting. Admittedly, I found this somewhat surprising, as the content of 
the messages not only included the generic jokes exchanged within groups, but also 
personal communications sent to friends. One of the participants also chose to inves­
tigate teenagers’ use o f mobile phones for a project she was assigned in her psychol­
ogy class. Kindly, she provided me with her final report. Only one o f the participants, 
a Muslim girl, found it difficult to contribute fully to the study, missing several o f the 
interview sessions. Although she chose not to tell me outright, I believe her occasional
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absences were because her parents did not want her to attend meetings outside of 
school.
3. Reflexivity in research Through being in the ‘field’— in the college and amongst 
its students— reflexivity played an intrinsic and unavoidable role in the study. My 
participation in the world o f college life, with the college’s students and specifically 
the study’s participants, inevitably brought me to reflect upon my own position as 
researcher and the understandings I brought to bear in interpreting mobile phone use 
amongst teenagers.
Throughout the data collection, I reflected upon my presence as an outsider and 
my attempts to access and comprehend how it is teenagers routinely achieve ordinary 
things with their phones. O f course, my participation in the field had to be considered 
in terms o f the impact I had on the students and the data I collected. Those students 
aware o f the focus and aims of my study were arguably affected by my presence dur­
ing the fieldwork. The group interview participants, in particular, probably behaved 
differently because o f the phones and call credit they were provided with. I see such 
influences as inevitable and accepted consequences of undertaking naturalistic re­
search. However, through reflection on the products o f such an undertaking, I believe 
they can provide useful insights. Thus, in a similar vein to Hammersley and Atkinson 
(1995), I saw my presence in the field not as some untenable consequence o f social 
research, but rather as a valuable means to uncover what it is that is taken for granted 
amongst the teenagers studied.
Let me relate an example from the fieldwork to illustrate this point. In my obser­
vations at the sixth-form college, I regularly saw students hastily pull out and listen to 
their phones after class. I took this to be an indication that they were listening to their 
voice messages and evidence for what I believed to be the significant number of calls 
teenagers made to one another. However, it was only through discussing this with one 
of the students who befriended me during the study that I came to see that it could be 
interpreted quite differently. During the period o f the study, one o f the most widely 
adopted charging plans, ‘pay-as-talk’ (i.e., pay in advance), amongst young people al­
lowed calls to be made to service providers to check the amount o f remaining credit. 
Apparently, students were calling to check their credit after class because it allowed 
them to avoid that uncomfortable period of having to locate one’s peers amongst the 
throngs o f classmates dispersing throughout the college. This of course made perfect
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sense to the student who recounted this to me, but for me it was an insight that would 
not have been discovered i f  I had attempted to remain remote from the field.
Reflexivity also played a part in my analysis. For instance, the themes that 
emerged through the analysis were used to guide later stages o f data collection and 
further readings of the data. Rather than dismiss any ‘ intuitions’ I might have picked- 
up through my interpretations of the ‘field’ , I chose to work with the assumptions, 
investigating and testing them alongside alternatives. Like Hammersley and Atkinson 
(1995), I see this form o f reflection to be an implicit part o f participating in ordinary 
social activity and only distinguished in naturalistic research because it is brought to 
the fore in moments o f ‘disciplined’ contemplation.
I felt this reflective work was particularly useful when bringing my thoughts, 
furnished by way o f the observations, to the group interviews. I found the interviews 
provided “sites for ‘experiments’” (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995, p. 119), not only 
to test out developing themes, but also to explore possible contradictions to these 
themes that might not have been available through direct observations. For example, 
by getting the participants to demonstrate how the posture for text messaging in class 
was observably distinct from when in the canteen, I was able to discern that the famil­
iar posture adopted in ‘texting’ is not purely a symptom of the phone’s physical design 
(i.e., its small size), but also an indication of how teenagers are able to demonstrate 
that they are texting— that texting is, in itself, part o f the “body symbolism” (Goffman, 
1963, p. 34) available to teenagers.
4. Confidentiality. A  note on confidentiality as a final point. In the accounts I 
produced as part o f the analysis, I endeavoured to protect the confidentiality o f the 
students and college; all the names used are pseudonyms. I also refrained from tran­
scribing any o f the personal messages the students chose to send to me. Although none 
o f the students specifically requested this, I felt that several of the messages sent were 
of an intimate nature and rather than attempt to discriminate between them, I decided 
to avoid using them directly in the analysis. The messages were used, however, during 
the group interviews to stimulate discussion.
Assessing Suitability of Activity Theory Framework
The descriptions produced from the analysis of the fieldwork data were mod­
elled using the extended activity theory framework that was outlined in the previous
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chapter. A  number o f design suggestions were also proffered in this exercise. The 
design suggestions and the modelling of both the analysis on social exchange and the 
face-to-face phone-mediated talk are presented in Chapters 9 and 10 respectively. In 
the final chapter, Chapter 11, the activity theory framework is then assessed for its 
capacity to inform design using the descriptive findings produced from the fieldwork 
study.
To assess the activity theory framework, I have outlined six criteria drawn from 
the implications I raised in Chapter 3. As a reminder, in Chapter 3 ,1 came up with 
six implications for a design approach that aims to inform design using the results o f 
naturalistic studies. These implications were bom form a critical review of a number 
o f existing design approaches. Below, I briefly explain how the six implications were 
viewed as criteria with which to judge the suitability o f the presented activity theory 
framework.
i. Provide a systematic means to incorporate naturalistic descriptions
The first implication I raised in Chapter 3 was that a design approach should 
allow the detailed and rich descriptions produced from naturalistic descriptions to be 
systematically incorporated into its framework. Viewed as a criterion, this suggests 
that AT should be assessed for its ability to incorporate the ‘thick’ , naturalistic descrip­
tions o f teenagers’ phone-mediated activities into its framework. Thick descriptions 
refer to those fieldwork, or more precisely ethnographic, accounts that furnish “our 
own constructions o f other people’s constructions of what they and their compatriots 
are up to” (Geertz, 1973, p. 9). Departing somewhat from Geertz’ structuralist sensi­
tivities, my use o f the term attends more closely to those rigorously and reflexively 
produced accounts o f the observed phenomena of everyday life that make up and pro­
vide for orderly social action. Reflecting Heath et al.’s (2000, p. 308) usage, thick de­
scriptions of technology-mediated action thus attend to “ the practical accomplishment 
of workplace activities and the ways in which participants themselves constitute the 
sense or intelligibility o f tools and technologies in and through their conduct and inter­
action.” Thus, they are distinguished from those arguably ‘thinned’ scenic depictions 
o f settings and doings that have become run-of-the-mill in field studies of technology- 
mediated activity.
Specifically, the activity theory framework will be assessed for its ability to pro­
vide a systematic means to accommodate naturalistic descriptions— whilst retaining
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the thickness that defines the ethnographic description (Geertz, 1973). To break this 
down, the framework will be judged on whether it can be used, methodically, in such a 
way that it can be applied to various descriptions but avoid the problems of obscuring 
the detail and richness that results from the thought and reflection that has gone into 
the interpretive work. It will also be judged to determine whether it provides a consist­
ent approach to formulating the descriptions o f teenagers’ use o f mobile telephones; 
that is, whether it can be used to model the naturalistic descriptions in a way that is 
theoretically coherent and consistent with its underlying theoretical principles.
2. Attend to both the detail of situated action and its wider social/cidtural context
The second implication, read as a criterion, judges a design approach on its ca­
pacity to account for the wider socio-cultural contexts in which actions are performed. 
The extended activity theory framework will thus be assessed on its ability to account 
for the descriptions o f the larger social and cultural contexts that teenagers’ phone 
mediated actions operate within. Social and cultural structures are taken here to mean 
those various artefacts, rules, roles, practices, etc.— i.e., the ‘machinery’— that teenag­
ers both make-up and draw upon to participate in their use of phones.
This criterion provides the basis for judging whether the activity theoiy frame­
work is able to depict the social and cultural contexts described in the naturalistic field 
study. In attending to these contexts, activity theory should not, however, be seen to 
lose sight o f or obscure the low-level actions that teenagers perform with their phones 
and how these might contribute to both producing and preserving the social and cul­
tural structures.
3. Account for the idiosyncratic nature of human activity
The third implication presented in Chapter 3 suggests that an approach to design 
should employ procedures that can be used to incorporate and represent the various 
ways in which people perform activities. As a criterion forjudging the use o f AT in de­
sign, this assesses the framework’s ability to account for the flexible and unpredictable 
nature o f activities that take place in complex and varied social settings.
In criterion 2, by attending to the social and cultural ‘machinery’ that teenagers 
have at their disposal when using their phones, the aim is to assess whether AT is able 
to capture some commonalities and general characteristics o f teenagers’ phone-related 
activities. In applying this third criterion, the intention is to discover whether AT can 
also incorporate the ways in which the fieldwork descriptions have sought to capture
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the diversity o f teenagers’ phone-mediated activities and the sometimes subtle differ­
ences between the ways in which actions and activities are achieved.
4. View technologies as socially constituted artefacts
Technological artefacts, in this research, are understood to be socially ‘pro­
duced’ objects. That is, they are seen to be imbued with meaning and understood 
through lived social experiences. These meanings and understandings are thought, ul­
timately, to shape the ways that technologies get used— used to produce, demonstrate 
and cement socially ordered activity. The meanings, understandings and eventual uses 
of technologies are not thought of as static, however, but rather reflexively bound to 
and contingent upon practical situated activity so that the production, and reproduc­
tion, o f technology resides in peoples’ ongoing social accomplishments; technologies 
are thus thought to be ‘worked-up’ through situated practical doings in a production 
that is always changing.
Such a view suggests that a design approach should be able to take into consid­
eration the socially constituted character o f technological artefacts, enabling a better 
understanding of why technologies are used in certain ways and how new designs 
might be taken up. Phrased in terms o f a criterion, it suggests that the AT framework 
should be judged on the extent to which it able to incorporate such a view into its 
framework. That is, whether the framework is able to represent the ways in which mo­
bile phone use is socially produced and sustained in an ongoing way through teenag­
ers’ social interactions.
5. Provide a means to produce clearly defined design suggestions
In the quest to derive explicit design requirements, traditional approaches to 
design have relied on deterministic, reductionist models o f behaviour (and cognition), 
consequently sacrificing attention to the context in which the artefact will be used. 
Attempts to rectify this imbalance, by viewing the interactional detail o f computer- 
mediated action, have, however, struggled to pin-down a clear and systematic means 
o f informing design. A  further implication drawn from the criticisms of the design 
approaches presented in Chapter 3 is thus that an approach should provide a means to 
define design suggestions or requirements along with attending to the social context.
Criterion five consequently judges activity theory on its ability to produce 
clearly defined design suggestions for future mobile devices. Specifically, the criterion 
judges those resources the framework makes available for producing design sugges­
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tions. Critically, the resources are evaluated for their commitment to and consistency 
with the theoretical underpinnings of activity theory. Any significant deviation from or 
contradiction o f the theory advocated would undermine the framework’s achievement.
6. Offer a ??ieans of evaluating designs in terms of the studied social/work settings
Finally, the sixth implication that arose from my review of design approaches 
was that an approach should allow designs to be evaluated in terms o f the studied 
social/work settings. Thus rather than providing methods for measuring arbitrary per­
formance measures that may not accurately reflect the what is important for the users 
o f a technology, an approach that aims to incorporate naturalistic descriptions should 
enable designs to be evaluated with respect to those facets that emerge as important 
in a setting and to its members. Criterion six thus seeks to determine whether the AT 
framework offers a means o f evaluating designs in such a way. One crucial question to 
be answered here is whether a means exists that legitimately draws upon the underpin­
nings of activity theory. The predominant argument put forth by activity theorists is 
that activity theory provides an overarching theoretical framework for understanding 
tool-mediated human activity (Blackler, 1995). In terms o f design, this unwavering 
theoretical commitment has been taken to its logical conclusion in that the AT frame­
work is seen to hold a theoretically privileged position from which to inform design 
(e.g., Kaptelinin, 1996b). It follows that the framework should thus not only provide 
the resources necessary to produce design requirements, but also offer a means to 
evaluate the success (or failings) o f designs in a way that is consistent with its theo­
retical underpinnings.
In essence, this criterion is a test o f the framework’s internal consistency; that 
is, whether it can achieve what it sets out to do within the bounds that it has made for 
itself. This test is important because it demonstrates whether the framework provides a 
complete solution to the project o f design.
Additional issues
Before moving on to the chapters that present the naturalistic descriptions of 
mobile phone use amongst teenagers and the application o f the AT framework, I wish 
to make three final points about the assessment o f activity theory that I have under­
taken.
First, I would like to introduce a further criterion that is, perhaps, implied in 
criterion one, above, but arose from both the theory building and analyses as a dis-
C hapter Six 116
tinct and, arguably, important measure o f activity theory’s success as an approach 
to design. It should be evident in Chapter 4 that much effort was made to extend 
activity theory so that the thick descriptions from naturalistic studies could be sys­
tematically incorporated into the framework. The effort relied, by and large, on an 
ethnomethodologically informed view o f computer-mediated action. I chose to draw 
on the ethnomethodological tradition in design because I saw it as a means to system­
atically bridge the gap between naturalistic descriptions and the available structures 
presented in the activity theory framework. At this stage, I will refrain from making 
judgement on this apparent need to draw on an alternative ontologically and epistemo- 
logically distinct tradition. However, I view it as sufficient grounds to add a seventh 
criterion to those listed above. This criterion is one related to self-sufficiency and can 
be posed as follows: Does activity theory offer a theoretically self-sufficient means to 
use naturalistic descriptions to inform design? Although my answer to this is no, I 
will leave it to the final chapter to confirm my opinion and conclude whether meeting 
the criterion is entirely useful.
As a second point, I wish to make it evident that the activity theoiy framework 
used in this research demanded significant effort and time to deploy, both conceptually 
and practically. First and foremost, considerable thought was required to ‘ frame’ the 
qualitative interpretations in terms of the AT structures. The exercise was thus time- 
consuming, requiring various trials and leading to several dead ends along the way In 
recognition o f this, I have added an eighth criterion to the list for assessing the success 
of AT. This criterion judges the cost effectiveness o f an approach; that is, it assesses 
whether the effort and time needed to undertake the approach was proportionate to the 
end product (the contribution made to design).
Finally, I would like to raise a point concerning the proposed method for assess­
ing a design approach that is likely to be quite striking in its omission. What I have yet 
to attend to in outlining my method is whether the activity theory framework, as an 
approach to design, gives rise to technologies that get used and that adequately sup­
port activity. That is, putting all the theoretical conundrums and issues o f implementa­
tion to one side, does activity theory do ‘good’ design?
As I see it, there are two broad ways in which to answer this. One is to contrast 
the design outcomes produced from the extended activity theoiy framework with an 
alternative approach— both having relied on, more or less, the same data set. This, in 
the Kuhnian sense, might be seen as the theoretical approach.2 The second approach is
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to tackle the problem empirically by implementing and evaluating (preferably in situ)  
the design suggestions. My preference is for the later approach since, as I have aimed 
to demonstrate thus far, there is little evidence to indicate that extant design theoiy is, 
to put it strongly, up to the test. More precisely, current design techniques and methods 
are yet to consistently demonstrate their effectiveness in producing productive, useful 
and, importantly, used technological systems. It thus seems perverse to use any such 
technique or method as a benchmark o f success.
Despite my declared preference for the second approach, I have been unable 
to apply this last and crucial test to the activity theory framework. Due to the limited 
resources I had available to me over the course o f my PhD in terms o f funding, time 
and technological expertise (in building mobile solutions), I have been unable to im­
plement or test the design suggestions I have offered through the use o f the activity 
theory framework. As a lament of sorts, I recognise that, as with any PhD, constraints 
imposed on the research mean it must be limited to what is possible given the availa­
ble resources. I also recognise, however, that the omission of any thorough evaluation 
is a serious limitation to this research and prevents any final conclusion to be drawn 
on activity theory’s suitability as an approach to design. This thesis must thus be seen 
as the first, and what I believe to be substantial, steps towards the assessment of the 
extended framework and not as a completed project in and o f itself.
(Footnotes)
1 Grounded theoiy, as originally set out by Glaser and Strauss (1967) and later elaborated on 
by authors such as Straus and Corbin (1990), Glaser (1992) etc., is an approach to analysis 
that aims to have theories emerge from close inspection and analysis of qualitative mate­
rials. It is set apart from other analytical approaches to interpreting qualitative data as it 
specifically aims to avoid the imposition of theory prior to data collection and analysis. For 
more recent descriptions of its basic principles and analytic strategies see Glaser (1994) or 
Strauss and Corbin (1997; 1998).
2 Kuhn (1996) makes a significant distinction, in scientific development, between that 
knowledge which is derived through ‘real’ scientific theory and that which has been drawn 
from experiment and observation. Vincenti (1993), bringing these practices closer to 
project of design, details the distinction between the pursuit of scientific and engineering 
knowledge through the application of theoiy and experimentation.
7. Social Exchange Among Teenage Mobile Phone Users
n8
Introduction
In this chapter I explore the role that mobile phones have come to play in teen­
agers’ social interactions. Drawing on the field notes and interview transcripts that 
I collected in the field study, I will suggest that mobile phones provide a medium 
through which teenagers can sustain and invigorate their social networks. I will show 
that mobile phones permit various peculiar ‘communication’ practices that enable 
teenagers to use more than mere talk or chitchat to cement their social relationships. I 
will show that the sharing o f phones and the use o f text messages (over the short mes­
sage service provided by all operators, known as SMS) provide teenagers with par­
ticular ways to participate in the practices o f communication.
These practices do not sit easily with typical conceptions o f how mobile tech­
nologies are used, with their emphasis on peer-to-peer, real-time communications. I 
will suggest, instead, that they can be thought o f as forms of exchange that rely on 
social reciprocity; demonstrations of commitment and solidarity; and displays of so­
cial status and social propriety. The performance o f these practices, I will suggest, acts 
to mediate the social relationships of teenagers. Although text messaging and mobile 
phone sharing may be new phenomena, they are a manifestation and a reflection of 
deeply rooted needs in these social relationships.
The focus of my analysis in this chapter was led by what I felt to be the large 
number o f commonalities that appeared to exist between the things that teenagers do 
with their phones and those characteristics o f exchange and reciprocity commonly 
cited in the psychology, sociology and anthropology literature. This choice of analyti­
cal orientation offers several possibly original insights into the use o f mobile phones, 
but naturally cannot begin to be complete in its coverage. It should thus be recognised 
that the work I present in this chapter is not intended to be a an exhaustive account of 
teenagers’ use of mobile phones, but rather an in-depth analysis from one particular 
perspective.
More specifically, in this chapter, by considering the ceremonial aspect o f teen­
agers’ social practices and their socially constituted values, norms and obligations, I 
have aimed to explore what it is about a specific technology 01* medium that makes
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it successful (or unsuccessful) in teenagers’ daily lives. In The Gift (1997) one finds 
Mauss asking: “What force is there in the thing given which compels the recipient 
to make the return?” 1 In this question Mauss specifically asks about the obligation of 
reciprocity, but we might pose the same question about the values, norms and obliga­
tions o f exchange more generally: what is it about the thing given, and in particular 
the mobile phone and its associated content, that makes it ‘work’ in the practices of 
exchange that teenagers perform? The answers to such a question will, I believe, pro­
vide one way o f interpreting what teenagers do with their mobile phones and how they 
have come to understand phone use in their social lives.
Some initial evidence
In this section, I introduce what I believe to be some evidence o f a specific form 
o f phone-mediated interaction common between teenagers. Teenagers, I will suggest, 
use text messages, call-credit and mobile phones themselves as forms o f 1 gifts’. I will 
contend that these gifts are exchanged in performances that have specific meanings in 
teenagers’ daily lives and are played out with the intent to cement social relationships. 
Gifts, in the way I will portray them, and their role in exchange will be shown to be a 
part o f ritualised gift-giving: ritual practices closely tied to social reciprocity.
To introduce this idea I first present an excerpt from the field notes. This exam­
ple is typical of the corpus o f data collected in the fieldwork study, but nicely illus­
trates the ways in which messages are sent and shared and how this process seems to 
have certain social and structural properties. More particularly, through this example, I 
want to begin to illustrate what I mean by gift-giving in this context and sketch out the 
ways in which teenagers manage and organise the practices associated with reciproc­
ity.
Two girls, G2 and G4, are seated beside one another in the school canteen. G2
has just received a text message and shows it to G4 andfour others at the table.
G4: Speaking to G2. “I had the same one [text message]. There was this other
one I was going to send you. It was quite funny but I didn’t.” The discus­
sion continues but is inaudible. Both girls lean over the phone and talk 
about the content of the message.
G2: “Alex, coming to you...” G2 tells G4 that she is sending her the message
she has just received.
G4: “ ... right now!” G4 acknowledges receipt and then looks at her phone’s
display. A discussion follows about a message that G4 wants to send to 
G2. Most of it is inaudible.
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G4: tell me if you get it...” G4 is having problems sending the message.
“Okay Sammy, I’m just going to show it to you because it’s not going to 
send.”
G2 and G4 start to show each other various messages they have received. The
rest of the table are also shown the messages.
One could say many things about this vignette o f social action, not least to do 
with the way the teenagers in question viewed me as the fieldworker. But what is o f 
interest for the purposes o f this chapter, at least, is the way in which this situation 
highlights how teenagers are using communications technology to share something 
side by side. Something is clearly sent and received, given and taken. What they are 
sharing is, of course, text. This exchange illustrates how text messages can be thought 
as gifts between teenagers. The text messages are shown to be gifts, in so far as they 
have value. This value is connected with the giver, the recipient and the context in 
which the exchange takes place, and is embodied and retained in material form: in this 
case, the embodied form o f text messages.
The excerpt begins with the two girls discussing a message G2 has received.
G2 then forwards the message to G4, which is followed with further talk between the 
two. This initiates what I would like to suggest is the gift-giving ritual; G2 offers G4 
what Mauss has termed the “opening gift” (Mauss, 1997, p. 26). In doing so, she takes 
on the role o f the donor, or giver. The offered message is used as a concrete, tangible 
focus to the social exchange that ensues. The two girls lean over the phone, talk about 
the message’s content and establish its shared meaning. In response to G2’s message 
and fulfilling her role as the recipient, G4 reciprocates by returning a message she has 
stored on her own phone. The exchange is temporarily halted because G4 is unable to 
send the message from her phone, but is then re-established through alternative means. 
G4’s obligation to reciprocate is thus met through the return of a gift.
Now, of course, this example does not reveal how teenagers might label their 
activities, but what it does do, I think, is highlight the reciprocal pattern of giving and 
taking that would appear to be so important to teenagers. Gift-giving of this kind has 
received very little attention in the fields that explore the use and design o f media 
and technology. This lack o f attention is particularly evident in the research related 
to mobile technologies where I know of only the recently published work of Licoppe 
and Heurtin (2001) that attempts to explore such issues. Deriving their findings from 
fairly extensive data, Licoppe and Heurtin suggest that mobile phone users (in France) 
manage their availability and distribute their telephone numbers in what the authors
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refer to as a ‘gift-giving economy’ . They indicate, for example, that mobile phone 
users distribute their telephone numbers to people who they believe will call them. 
They also suggest that those who frequently answer their phones, rather than rely­
ing on the phone’s automatic answering service, are more likely to participate in a 
greater number o f both incoming and outgoing calls. The systems o f reciprocity that 
are referred to in this research are primarily based on a view o f the mobile phone as a 
remote communications device, and specifically a device for remote talk.
By looking at the various ways in which teenagers use their mobile phones, I 
will claim that the practices of exchange can be far more pervasive. I will show that 
teenagers participate in gift-giving activities with their mobile phones when they are 
co-located, as well as geographically distributed, and that these activities are central to 
their ongoing social lives. I will also reveal that the practices o f exchange do not only 
revolve around voice calls, but also include various other forms o f phone-mediated 
interaction.
Gift-giving JfMobile Phone Use
Embodied meaning & ritual
For many, the exchange of gifts is a common part o f everyday life. Most o f us 
take it for granted that this exchange o f the physical is designed to signify feelings 
such as thanks, caring, love and trust, and is, in turn, meant to result in pleasure or 
well being for the recipient. The gift, as Berking (1999, p. 9) puts it, “makes feelings 
concrete” , it embodies something o f ourselves; the material offering makes tangi­
ble something o f us as givers and our relationship with the recipient (also see Cheal, 
1986, 1987; Mauss, 1997; Schwartz, 1967). The gift, for example, helps us to order 
our memories into things that can be “grasped and held” and thus becomes associated 
with “particular histories and bound up with particular individuals” (Berking, 1999, p. 
5). The mobile phone and its content provide teenagers with several possible means of 
organising their memories in such concrete terms. The text message, for example, can 
embody that which is special to the owner. The next transcript makes it clearer just 
how teenagers view ‘texting’ (as it is colloquially known) as a kind o f gifting.
Jennifer: Plus you can read them [text messages] as well later. Like I can keep 
them and read them later.
Alex: Why do you want to read them later?
Jennifer: I don’t know—if it’s a nice message or something.
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Susan: Yeah, Peter sends me loads of nice messages and I want to keep them
all. It’s so sad cause he sends me so many nice ones and I have to delete 
some. I feel horrible.
Jennifer: I know and then you feel really sad.
Susan: And like I really don’t want to give the phone back because it’s got so
many little memories and things on. And it’s not the same having them 
written down so I’m sending them to my other phone.
Alex: Why is it not the same?
Susan: I don’t know. I know it sounds stupid but...
Jennifer: They don’t look the same.
Susan: It’s just not the same cause it’s not from him anymore. It’s just like
me writing it down. It’s just really sad. Maybe I’m just over emotional 
about my text messages.
Jennifer: And it’s even the same when you put them in the ‘outbox’ and they lose 
all the time and they lose whose it’s from and everything.
Susan: That’s why I think we should have memory cards because I would buy
millions, really I would...I really hate deleting messages that are nice
you know. Like when someone’s said something that’s really sweet or 
just like really personal or something.
In this extract from the interview transcripts, Jennifer and Susan reveal that text 
messages and memories can become intimately entwined. Susan speaks o f the phone 
as containing “so many little memories” . These memories are embodied in things such 
as text messages that have emotional significance and that can be used to recall past 
thoughts and feelings through later readings. The message thus resembles a gift in so 
far as it carries with it symbolic meaning, meaning that is expressly manifest for the 
recipient. In expressing this quality o f the gift, Mauss writes o f the Melanesian objects 
of exchange, but could just as well be talking o f the messages exchanged between 
teenagers: “Each one, at least the dearest and most sought after... has its name, a per­
sonality, a history, and even a tale attached to it” (1997, p. 24).
Jennifer and Susan also talk o f the importance of keeping the text messages in 
their original form so as to accurately preserve the embodied memories. Transforming 
the electronic to the hand-written loses something o f the message, possibly the hand­
crafted ‘moniker’ o f the sender. The written text message is thus seen to bear the hall­
marks of the crafted gift.2
The popularity o f text messaging among teenagers has, it could be argued, a 
great deal to do with the fact that text messages can be easily assigned meaning and, 
consequently, value. I am not making the platitudinous claim here that SMS messages
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are composed using text and hence have meaning; it is rather that text messages have 
peculiar properties that allow them at any instance to be embossed with value.
At the most superficial level messages can be given meaning through the use of 
particular abbreviations or characters and this may be said to give them their particu­
larly linguistic form: a kind of slang that is in itself valued. In addition, their histories 
can be made visible through date and time records, and this affords them the meaning 
associated with a particular historical moment. Sender details obviously afford a third 
dimension that layers meaning 011 the text message: just who sends something is not 
only an index of the text’s meaning but also o f the participants in the social rounds of 
exchange and gift-giving of which that text was a part. All of these ways o f generating 
meaning are bound up with the processes o f exchange and display that can transform 
the objects in question from mere communications into things that have a special 
value: that is to say, as things that are treated as kinds o f treasures, looked after and 
protected; displayed and hallowed; mourned when lost.
This sense o f text messages embodying meaning can be contrasted with teenag­
ers’ opinions o f voice messaging. For teenagers, voice-messaging services currently 
offer, at best, a distraction from uncomfortable social moments. It was common dur­
ing the observations, for instance, to find young people checking their voice messages 
after class. Such an activity might be seen as a gesture performed to establish a sense 
of place when confronted with crowded school corridors or the canteen. At worse, the 
voice mail service is seen as an annoyance because of its poor interaction design. The 
young people interviewed spoke o f the unnecessary operations needed to retrieve and 
delete messages. Susan expresses her frustrations like this:
Now that I ’ve got the two phones, my dad sends eveiy... answer machine 
message to both phones and so I know that the answer machine message is my 
dad shouting at me because I was out till two on a week night and umm... but I 
can’t delete it unless I call it up and I don’t have enough credit to call it up. So I 
think you should just be able to delete it.... And oh yeah and then they say, “You 
have three messages. To listen to your messages press 1 ...” Of course I want to 
listen to my messages. I ’m not going to call you up if I don’t want to listen to 
them!
These uses and criticisms o f voice-messaging services indicate that, for the most 
part, the messages are not in themselves seen as valuable and meaningful objects. For 
what one has with current voice messaging is a system that inhibits the use o f voice 
messages as tangible objects: they have to be called up from remote sites since they 
are stored centrally (and as an aside this creates costs whenever they are accessed);
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they cannot be replayed on demand in such a fashion that persons in close proximity 
can participate in the rehearing; and they cannot be shown either. Unlike text messag­
es, then, voice messages lack the tangible qualities that allow them to embody mean­
ing and to be demonstrably exchanged.
It is through the offering o f the gift— the ritual exchange— that the gift takes on 
its meaning (Berking, 1999). Thus, the meaning is expressed not only in the gift, or by 
giver and recipient, but also by the occasioned ceremony in which the exchange takes 
place (Cheal, 1987). For text messages 01* voice calls, for instance, it is through the rit­
ual offering, and all that ensues, that the everyday, tangible artefact becomes wrapped, 
ceremoniously, in meaning.
Alex: What about you Mark. What do you use your phone for?
Mark: Well, I mostly ring the lady [laughs]... and spend about half an hour.
That’s why my phone bill’s so high.
Alex: What talking?
Mark. Yeah, talking. Of course I have to text her, you know, when I go to
bed... [sounds of acknowledgement from others].
Alex: You have to? What do you mean you have to?
Helen: It’s your duty really.
Mark: Yeah, you have to.
Susan: It’s the rules!
Alex: The rules! What are the rules?
Helen: You need to say ‘good night’ .
Mark: Yeah, you need to say ‘good night’, you need to say ‘good morning’...
Alex: Otherwise?
Susan: Otherwise they get stropy and they dump you for being insensitive!
[group laugh]
Alex: What happened before mobiles?
Helen: Well you could phone and say ‘Night. I love you, bye. ’
Mark: Yeah, I used to ring her before I went to bed yeah, but in the morning
that couldn’t happen. Really, this [picks up his mobile] has made my 
life hell!
In this extract, Mark tells the group about the regular ‘goodnight’ text mes­
sage he sends to his girlfriend. His description of this practice, a practice documented 
elsewhere in the literature (Grinter & Eldridge, 2001), illustrates its ritual nature. The 
practice is ordered and those present in the interview recognise Mark’s moral obliga­
tion to re-enact it nightly, despite his apparent misgivings. “It’s the rules!” Susan tells 
us. Thus the ritual is laid in stone, so to speak. The nightly offering o f the text message
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has become part o f the normal course o f events, but still signifies the special intimacy 
between Mark and his girlfriend. Writing of gift exchange, Schwartz (1967, p. 7) em­
phasises both the symbolic nature of the gift and the importance o f ritual ceremony: 
“The ceremonial display of such objectifications is a powerful tendency in social life: 
persons invariably seek to make known their social bonds in daily encounters.” In 
short, this example illustrates how the normal, mundane encounter is made special 
through the observation o f ceremony. This ceremony is ritualising, insofar as it results 
in the meaning o f the message being thereby altered in ways that gives it some kind 
of special status, or as the anthropologists would have it, makes it semi-sacred. These 
values are manifest in the desire to keep the message, to share it and to value it over 
and above its mere textual form. More particularly, the text message comes to mean 
more than merely an exchange of words, but becomes an offering o f commitment to 
the relationship. It is recognised that if  the ritual is not upheld the relationship will be 
put at risk— that Mark will be ‘dumped’ .
It is thus through ritualised ceremonies, ceremonies that are often unconsciously 
performed as part o f everyday activities, that objects o f exchange take on meaning. So 
the offering o f a phone to a friend, for example, serves not only to provide the friend 
with a means o f making calls, sending text messages or playing games. It is also, often 
implicitly, a show of trust and allegiance. It can also be a marker o f status. And finally 
it can be an indication o f commitment— between boy and girlfriend, for example. 
What is key to recognise here is that meaning and significance are socially consti­
tuted through particular activities. In the case o f gift-giving, the rituals o f exchange 
provide the essence to this constitution o f meaning. Thus, it is not merely the object 
o f exchange from which the meaning originates, but also its role in the ceremonial ex­
change itself.
Through its role in the practices o f exchange and reciprocity the mobile phone 
and its content can thus be understood to have value not purely because of the func­
tional purposes they serve, but also because of their symbolic meaning: a meaning that 
is constituted through particular uses o f the phone. These ritual uses bestow meaning 
upon the phone and its content through specific practices and the ordered participa­
tion o f those party to the exchange. For example, the customisation o f a text mes­
sage, through the use o f abbreviated words, smiley faces and “x’s (i.e., kisses), are the 
‘wrapping’ of the gift that can imply intimacy or emotional affection. Also, the routine
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participation in the nightly goodnight messages becomes recognised as a symbol of 
commitment.
Obligations of exchange
Gifting is, obviously, a general practice that acts to strengthen social relations 
in many different ways, and is mediated by different types o f artefacts. After all, gifts 
between lovers are quite different from gifts between friends and all the more distinct 
from gifts between business colleagues. Focusing now on gifting between teenagers, 
it is evident that it is not just text messages that are used as gifts, but the phones them­
selves. Consider the following fieldwork exceipt.
Three boys sit at a table in the canteen. B1 has a phone to his ear, but is talking 
to the two other boys at his table. B1 finishes with the phone. He then stands to 
talk to someone, leaving the phone on the table. B2 picks up the phone and starts 
to interact with it (pressing the buttons). B1 returns and B2 places the phone 
back on the table. B1 takes the phone and glances at the display. He then places 
the phone back on the table. A few seconds later he picks the phone up again 
and starts to use it with one hand. He stops to talk to his friends and places the 
phone back on the table. B3, the third boy at the table, then picks up the phone 
and starts to interact with it. The three boys then all get up to leave. B3 carries the 
phone by his side.
This example of phone sharing is one o f many I recorded during the course 
o f my observations. It is not entirely clear which of the boys the phone belongs to.
All three o f them interact with the phone at some point and seem to take and use 
the phone at will. This suggests that there may well be an unspoken acceptance that 
phones are shared objects between friends. Thus, in localised interactions, the phone 
can be passed between members o f a group without the need for formal acts o f of­
fering or acceptance. The ubiquity o f these instances of phone sharing has led me to 
believe that the ritual o f exchange does, in fact, exist as an integral part of teenag­
ers’ everyday, phone-mediated interactions. In many respects it is taken for granted. 
Jennifer, one o f the interview participants, confirms this:
Most people do do that. They just pick up the phone and not even asking you 
they start playing... I ’ve seen people just leave their phone. Like put it on the 
table and then just leave. Like sometimes just leave it in the canteen. Like they 
bust other people, but they know that someone’s going to... like pick up the 
phone or something.
Jennifer’s description reveals that there is some purpose to this sharing o f the 
mobile phone. She implies that the owner o f the phone is demonstrating his or her 
trust in others by placing it on the table. That is, by placing the phone “on offer” the
owner shows that he or she trusts those at the table to accept the offer, though it comes 
with certain terms. Before saying what those terms are, it should be recognised that 
the offering of a phone does meet what Mauss (1997) refers to as his or her obligation 
to give through the provision o f a gift and through the expectation that the gift will 
promote the proper ties and allegiances. This obligation to give is further illustrated by 
Susan’s feelings about her dwindling call-credit:
Everyone’s going to hate me when I get back to college because I ’ve used up all 
my credit so I don’t think I ’m going to be able to use my phone anymore. Cause 
everyone’s like ‘Susan, Susan, can I use your phone?’ And I ’m like ‘Yeah, yeah, 
yeah.’ And then now I’ve just texted Peter for five days running just the whole 
day—cause he works at the garage and doesn’t do anything so he just sits there 
texting me. And then, umm,... so now I’ve got none... Well, I ’ve got like £3.
Here, Susan talks o f her obligation to offer her phone to her college friends. By 
having spent much o f her credit ‘texting’ Peter and thus not being able to offer her 
phone to her friends, she feels that she will be socially ostracised—possibly too strong 
a term, but certainly in keeping with her own summation that her inability to meet her 
obligation will lead to her being ‘hated’ by those at college. This suggests that Susan 
is, in fact, morally obliged to offer her phone to her friends if  she wishes to remain 
allied to them. Susan, it seems, is in full agreement with Mauss’ reasoning for the obli­
gation to give: “To refuse to give... just as to refuse to accept... is to reject the bond of 
alliance and commonality” (1997, p. 13).
In response to the gift, the recipient is compelled to accept. The receipt o f the 
gift acknowledges the donor’s participation in the occasion and, more importantly, 
the donor’s role in the larger social network. This obligation to accept, as a part of the 
gift-giving ritual, is apparent in the data. In the following extract we see that there is 
an expectation, or what amounts to a moral duty, for recipients to accept the gifts of 
text messages.
Alex: But do you actually end up chatting with your text?
Jennifer: Yeah,...
Alice: That happens’ to me.
Jennifer: ... what have you done today?’ It’s like wait till tomorrow to discuss it 
then. It’ll be much cheaper!
Alex: So why do you continue talking?
Jennifer: You just get addicted [laughs]
Alice: Yesterday a friend of mine was asking me if I still had feelings for his
brother. And it’s like the minute he asked the question I knew it was
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going to be one of those text messages that keeps going to go on and on 
and on...
In part, o f course, there are turn taking and conversational topic management 
issues that are forcing a continuation o f the texting here; as many conversation ana­
lysts have shown over the years, ending a conversation can be a delicate task. But this 
transcription also highlights, it seems to me, the fact that a recipient is obliged to meet 
the ‘challenge’ o f the donor. Messages are sent with the expectation that they will be 
accepted. It is apparently taken for granted despite the expense incurred. The social 
exchange is unavoidable, so much so that that Jennifer explains it as being quite sim­
ply addictive. Alice’s remark in the subsequent turn reiterates the taken for granted 
character o f acceptance into the ritual exchange. The obligation to accept is recognised 
from the outset and complied with despite any reservations.
By accepting the ‘challenge’ the recipient also accepts the obligation to recipro­
cate or show gratitude. As Cheal writes: “Reciprocal giving makes possible a shared 
understanding o f the relationship as one that is founded upon mutual regard and coop­
eration” (1986, p. 426). So, in response to an offer of call credit or a text message, for 
instance, the recipient is obliged to reciprocate in kind.
As Alice and Jennifer make clear, the recipient is thus obliged to meet the ‘chal­
lenge’ o f the donor. The messages and calls made from their bedrooms in the early 
hours are performed with the expectation that they will be accepted, even under threat. 
Demands such as “you have no right...” and “how dare you...” haunt the recipient 
making the acceptance virtually compulsive. As Helen, another participant, explains: 
“My boyfriend’s at Uni so he’ll get in late after a night at the Union and he’ ll phone 
me at about half three in the morning and stupidly I answer the phone...”
Sarah: Oh, it’s like yesterday - me and my best friend - we all went out to din­
ner and stuff. She didn’t take her phone with her so she was like sitting 
there texting her boyfriend and using my phone.
Alex: So how does that work out?... Do you let someone use your phone and
then sort of...
Sarah: Cause she lets me use hers.
Alex: ... but why would you use hers if you got yours?
Sarah: Yeah, but the thing is, the person I phone has got a One-2-One and
she’s got a One-2-One and her boyfriend’s got a One-2-One and Orange 
so she can use mine if she chooses to. It doesn’t really matter.
Alex: So you just have arrangements with friends?
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Sarah: Yeah, so if I go out I go ‘can I use your phone?’ and she’ll go ‘yeah,
yeah, fine.’ And I go ‘yeah, you can use mine.’ So we don’t really like...
I mean she paid for my last credit as well.
Alex: Arr right, so you all pay for each other’s credit and use each other’s
phones?
Sarah: Yeah. I err,... I paid for... I gave money to her little brother cause he
doesn’t have money. He doesn’t work or nothing. So I give like £5 for 
his Vodaphone—cause he’s got Vodaphone. So he tops it up using my 
money or using his sister’s money. So we both lend him money and 
stuff.
In this excerpt, the value o f the thing given— in this case, the phone and the call 
credit— is shown to be tightly bound up with larger systems of meaning.3 The talk be­
tween the two girls reveals how the sharing of the phone and the means by which it is 
paid for, rather than merely its content, is skilfully negotiated and managed by way of 
the obligations o f exchange and specifically the obligation o f reciprocity. Sarah neatly 
describes the practice o f reciprocity and the obligation each party have to uphold it. 
She explains that phones are swapped and credit exchanged in the knowledge that the 
offers will be reciprocated in time and in the appropriate context. She recounts the 
reciprocal relationship she has arranged, most probably implicitly, with her friend and 
describes how their understanding of the complex relationship between call charges 
and the network operators are used to assign value to the things shared in particular 
situations. This illustrates how the value o f a phone, call credit or a text message can 
be determined by the occasion, more o f which will be discussed later.
Sarah also describes how call-credit is exchanged between friends. Offers of 
credit can be exchanged for further credit to be reciprocated at a later date or, as Sarah 
implies, as a symbol o f friendship. Thus, Sarah pays for her friend’s brother’s credit 
not for selfless reasons, but simply because he is implicated in the social network 
Sarah wishes to sustain. Notably, this form of sharing expands what might be seen as 
the simple matter o f text message exchange, but still encompasses what is evidently 
the coordinated, situated and occasioned accomplishment o f reciprocal give and take.
In the following extract, Susan and Alice introduce the ideas o f currency and 
trade-off as part of this practice o f reciprocity.
Susan: Well, loads of the time now, when people don’t have credit, umm...
they’ll say to someone else ‘ooh, can I borrow your phone?’ And like 
recently especially, eveiyone in my group has been doing that, saying 
‘ooh can I borrow your phone for this?’
Alex: So how does that become acceptable because clearly it’s an expense for
other people?
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Susan: Yeah, but with friends then,... they give it back in different ways and
like sometimes...
Alice: Because if you let them use your phone when they don’t have credit
chances are when you don’t have then they might have and then you 
can share.
Susan: Yeah, it’s like a trade off.
Alex: It’s almost like anything, like borrowing money for a drink or some­
thing.
Susan: Yeah. And cause you know how most companies have stopped doing £5
credit vouchers,... So if someone’s only got £5 then they’ll like buy you 
lunch and then you’ll give them some credit or whatever.
Alex: So it actually ends up being sort of almost a direct swap then?
Alice: A kind of currency.
Susan and Alice see the sharing o f both phones and credit as part o f a larger 
practice of exchange. Through their explanations of what they see as the normal and 
routine use o f their phones, we catch sight o f further evidence o f the norm of reciproc­
ity (Gouldner, 1973). By talking in more abstract terms about currency and trade-off, 
they reveal that their rules of exchange are part of a larger value system where one’s 
actions are held to account and where the mechanisms of moral obligation come to 
play. This system allows people to employ the tangible— that is, the material qualities 
of an object— in a way that binds them through unspoken contracts. In describing this 
mixture of things, values, contracts and people, Mauss eloquently writes:
In short, this represents an intermingling. Souls are mixed with things; things
with souls. Lives are mingled together and this is how, among persons and things
so intermingled, each emerges from their own sphere and mixes together. This is
precisely what contract and exchange are. (1997, p. 20)
The ‘ intermingling’ o f things with people, and people with people, is further il­
lustrated with another example from the interview data where Jennifer and Alice talk 
about the obligation a recipient has to reply to a text message.
Jennifer: ...and if you don’t reply...
Alice: and if you don’t reply they go ‘ok are you going to tell me’...
Jennifer: if you don’t reply they go ‘are you ignoring me? Are you still awake?’
[Group laugh]... And then you get a bit annoyed if someone doesn’t 
reply to you. Like, are ‘are you going to reply to me? Are you ignoring 
me now?’
Alex: So there is like an obligation to continue the discussion?
Jennifer: And yeah like the person who finishes it... They always say ‘see you 
tomorrow.’ ‘Ok, see you tomorrow.’ And you reply to them ‘ok good­
bye. Goodnight’ and they go ‘oh good night, have a nice sleep. Are you
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doing anything tomorrow?’ I ’ve tried to end the conversation four times 
and they don’t end the conversation [group laughs].
Besides the clear indication Jennifer and Alice give of the obligation to recipro­
cate, Jennifer also makes reference to what Gouldner (1973) refers to as the cycle o f 
reciprocity. She tells of the ongoing exchange o f messages that take place during the 
ceremonial ‘goodnight’ ritual in which neither party wishes to be seen as weakening. 
Gouldner reflects on this pattern, citing Malinowski’s seminal work that documents 
the exchange between inland communities and fishing villages. Using Malinowski’s 
words, Gouldner writes: “Neither partner can refuse, neither may stint, and neither 
should delay” (1973, p. 240).4 Gouldner goes onto explain that this “beneficent cycle 
of mutual reinforcement” is enacted because o f what he refers to as the moral norm of 
reciprocity, a norm that he explains as “a concrete and special mechanism involved in 
the maintenance o f any stable social system” (1973, p. 247).
Foundational to the larger ritual ceremony, then, is the “supportive interchange” 
(Goffman, 1972, p. 90) o f giving, accepting and reciprocating. The mobile phone pro­
vides an inbuilt system through which this interchange, or exchange, can be accom­
plished. For text messages in particular, this exchange is largely unambiguous: a mes­
sage sent should be repaid in kind and acceptance can be tracked through the use of 
‘reports’ that provide the sender with details of when the sent message was received. 
The parties are also left with physical evidence o f both the exchange and the binding 
agreement that it implicitly or explicitly entails. Thus, all that is needed for the or­
dered participation in the exchange is at hand. Through accomplishing the obligations 
o f exchange in such a concrete way, young people are able to have clear (and often 
instantaneous) feedback affirming their ties and social allegiances.
Alliance &'friendship
What these examples and commentary show, then, is that much o f what teenag­
ers do with their phones revolves around the exchange of phone content and of the 
phones themselves. It would appear that exchanging phones and content is very much 
a part o f teenagers’ everyday interactions, providing them with a tangible means to 
express their relationships with one another. Through such phone-mediated gift-giving 
and the customary reciprocation, the moral commitment to teenagers’ relationships are 
demonstrated and preserved.
C hapter Seven  132
Phones, in this sense, give teenagers something to talk about amongst them­
selves, providing them with yet one more mechanism for sharing their emotional ex­
periences and exchanging objects o f personal significance. An example from the field 
notes demonstrates this sharing o f the emotional through the tangible. In it, Lisa and 
Sarah, also participants in the group interviews, are in the college canteen.
Lisa and Sarah are sitting at different tables both with their heads down looking 
at their displays—both seem to be ‘texting’ . Lisa walks over to Sarah. Sarah 
shows Lisa her display—Lisa takes Sarah’s mobile and reads the display. They 
talk briefly, looking intermittently at Sarah’s phone, and then Lisa returns to her 
seat. Lisa looks towards me and says: “We’re addicted to these phones!” and 
then looks down to her phone’s display to interact with her phone. Lisa goes 
back to Sarah and they both start to talk to each other. As they’re talking Lisa 
receives a message. She reads it and then shows it to Sarah. As they talk, Lisa 
writes something on her display and shows it to Sarah. I assume she shows her a 
message she is preparing to send. Later on Lisa holds the mobile. She seems to 
be ‘coveting’ it as she speaks to Sarah.
Sarah, in this example, begins by offering Lisa a view of her phone’s display. It 
is not entirely clear what Sarah is showing Lisa, but the context to the exchange sug­
gests it is a text message. They appear to discuss this message for a moment before 
Lisa returns to her table. Later, Lisa shows Sarah a message she has received, recip­
rocating Sarah’s earlier offer. She goes 011 to show Sarah what appears to be a reply 
to this message. This exchange suggests a certain intimacy between Lisa and Sarah. 
Showing each other their messages, the girls not only offer each other the concrete, 
but also an intangible show of trust and loyalty. The messages become meaningful ob­
jects that are shared privately between the two, cementing their ties to one another.
This intimate exchange through the use o f the phone is further illustrated, al­
though only momentarily, in the extract presented below.
Four girls sit at a table. One girl, Gl, sits with her mobile (Nokia 3210) on the 
table. Sitting next to her, G2 takes the mobile and looks at the display. The two 
crouch down towards each other and over the mobile. The mobile becomes their 
central focus and draws them away from the other two who are talking. After 
a few moments, Gl takes the mob from G2 and they return to talking with the 
others. Gl sits, holding her purse and her mobile in her hand.
On this occasion, two girls, Gl and G2, withdraw from their larger group to 
talk to one another. The first thing to notice is that Gl has made an ‘offer’ by placing 
her phone on the table and making it publicly available. In picking up the phone and 
holding it so that it is between the two o f them, G2 accepts this ‘offer’ . In doing so,
G2 physically distances them both from the larger group. The physical presence of the
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phone seems to embody a shared (although only fleeting) focus between the two girls, 
allowing them to establish a subordinate interchange or ‘sideplay’ (Goffinan, 1981). 
The sideplay presents something o f symbolic meaning to both the girls and to the oth­
ers present. It creates a bond between them through breaking the bond with the others 
achieved by dint o f co-presence. Thus, it ties the two girls together, establishing a tem­
porally bounded sense o f intimacy and necessarily excluding those around them.
The next extract reveals how phones can be shared between slightly larger 
groups. The phones are passed around, shared and exchanged with little need for dis­
cussion or negotiation.
A group of four girls sit round a table. Two of the girls are using mobiles phones.
One, Gl, looks as though she is playing a game. She is heavily engaged with 
the phone and seems focused on it. The other, G2, is looking at a mob’s display 
with a third girl, G3. They laugh and talk as they look at the phone. G2 hands 
the mobile to G3 and then retrieves another phone from a bag on the table.
Meanwhile, Gl has taken G3’s mob and now holds two phones—one in each 
hand. She seems to be pressing the keys on one of the mobs and looking between 
them (perhaps copying something). The four girls cany on interacting with 
their phones. Eventually, four phones are visible at the table; all are Nokias and 
all seem to be customised with bright and colourful covers. They share their 
phones, looking between the displays, swapping them and handling them. What 
is striking is that the focus on the phones seems to be accepted practice. No one 
seems unfamiliar with or perturbed by the fact that they are central to the ongoing 
interactions.
Through sharing and exchanging their phones and phone content in this way, 
all four girls implicitly demonstrate their intimacy with one another. By offering the 
phone 01* its content and by taking another’s phone, or by reading another’s content, 
each of the girls is at once committing themselves to the obligations o f giving, accept­
ing and reciprocation and thus at the same time conforming to an agreement o f mutual 
dependence or, as Susan puts it, an agreement to ‘share’ . “It’s all a trust thing really. 
It’s nice to have that with someone cause you don’t have to say it. It’s just an underly­
ing agreement... that you can share...” Through what I have characterised as offer and 
counter-offer, then, this agreement binds the girls together. The phone and its content, 
it might be said, allows teenagers to take part in exchange using distinct repertoires, or 
‘social markers’ , through which they are able to negotiate and renegotiate their social 
relationships (Nettle & Dunbar, 1997).
Further evidence o f the mobile phone’s role in cementing (or rupturing) rela­
tionships is also apparent in the responses that teenagers describe when they do not 
receive text messages. The receipt of veiy few or no messages over the course of a
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day can lead to breaches in the underlying agreements between friends, causing either 
giver 01* recipient to feel rejected or excluded from their social networks. Alice and 
Jennifer capture this in their explanation o f what it is like not to receive text messages.
Jennifer: Maybe you’re like ‘oh, I really want a message. I really, really want a 
message.’
Alice: Oh, there are some days when my phone does not beep at all. I ’m like
‘ok nobody likes me. NOBODY knows me! ’ ...
Alex: So in a way you’re... if you don’t get a call or a text message...?
Jennifer: You feel a bit depressed.
Alice: Because there is not a day that my phone does not go off ringing, ring­
ing, ringing, or text messages just come flooding in. So if there’s a day 
where it’s quiet - All I get is probably one message all morning or all 
afternoon - I ’m like ‘what is wrong with the world?’
Jennifer: You think ‘have I upset someone?’ Cause I was like that last week 
cause I fell out with somebody. I thought ‘oh my god maybe she’s 
turned everybody against me’ because nobody phoned me that night ei­
ther. So I was phoning people: ‘Hello! Hello!’ Having a little chat with 
them.
In this extract, Jennifer and Alice describe how they feel depressed or upset 
when they do not hear from their friends. Both girls, it seems, expect their friends to 
continue with the cycle o f message and counter-message— the cycle o f reciprocity. 
When they fear the cycle to be broken, they feel there is something amiss— some­
thing “wrong with the world”— and that their peers must have turned against them. 
Recounting one particular instance, Jennifer suggests that attempts can be made to 
reinstate the cycle through further offerings. Thus the message o f “Hello!” is sent 
to re-establish the bonds o f allegiance. Though such offerings may seem altogether 
mundane, they are key to sustaining the social relationship as a whole. As Berking 
puts it, in any and all attempts to “make up” , the purpose is to “celebrate the periodic 
consolidation o f the collective in question, reproduce and evoke the requisite feelings, 
and thereby, in a kind o f analogy with the annual cycle o f offerings in archaic society, 
renew the foundation o f the community, the normative expectations o f its members, 
and the moral ties between each individual.” (1999, p. 19).
Trust and reciprocity both play a significant role in the patterns and rituals that 
construct and cement social relationships (Schwartz, 1967). For teenagers, the ritu­
als o f exchange, mediated through phone use, are similarly dependent upon trust and 
reciprocity. The phone provides teenagers with a means of both demonstrating and 
testing out the trust that exists in their relationships. This is born out through meeting
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their obligations to reciprocate. The mutual dependence that derives from obligations, 
such as replying to text messages or repaying borrowed credit, binds people together, 
establishing and reinforcing the moral order o f friendship and social intimacy. The 
mobile phone then, is one o f the many objects that teenagers use to perform the rituals 
of communion embodied in the exchange o f the tangible. As Sarah puts it: “It’s like if 
you borrow each other’s CDs or Books or anything. It’s just like that really. I can’t ex­
actly... It’s like i f  you trust someone then obviously you’re going to lend it to them.”
Diplomacy and the equivalency of gifts
Reciprocity is a delicate social practice that can allow various degrees o f nu­
ance and hence say much about the significance of a relationship between two or more 
persons. In the following extract from the interview transcripts, Alice alludes to the 
manner in which reciprocity has its part to play in the rivalry between giver and recipi­
ent (Mauss, 1997; Sahlins, 1972; Schwartz, 1967). She reveals that not only can the 
recipient’s failure to reciprocate be a cause o f tension, so too can the offering o f a gift 
of insufficient value.
Alice: There’s some people I refuse to send messages to because I know they
won’t reply because they never have credit on their phone yet they 
always expect you to send them messages. And if they do eventually 
decide to reply they’ll send it over the Internet. Oh, that bugs me by the 
way. I hate it when people send messages...
Jennifer: What ‘powered by...’
Alice: Yeah, ‘powered by Yahoo’ or whatever.
Jenny: You never know who it’s from as well, because sometimes they forget
to sign it.
Alice: Yeah. It just really, really bugs me. I just don’t reply. I don’t even ac­
knowledge whoever sends it. Even after they tell me ‘oh by the way it 
was me.’ I go ‘Oh was it. Ok.’
Alex: Why is that?
Alice: I don’t... Because they expect me to send them messages which is fine.
‘Ok I send you messages and you don’t reply because you refuse to put 
credit on your phone’—not because they don’t have the money. They 
just don’t wanna! And when they do decide to reply you do it by the 
Internet. It’s just cheap! It’s lame!
Alice first reveals how the failure to reply to a text message can lead to the 
breakdown in mutual exchange. She tells us that she refuses to send messages to those 
who do not reply. She describes the irritation caused by those who expect messages to 
be sent— gifts to be offered— but do not reply. This failure to reciprocate can be taken 
in one o f two ways. As we saw in the earlier example, it can be seen as a relinquishing
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of rights and status. Alternatively, it can be seen as an act of hostility— a declaration of 
“war” in Mauss’ rather dramatic words (1997). In this example, Alice has little sym­
pathy for the absence of reciprocity and takes a hostile stance against those who are 
unwilling to reciprocate.
Alice explains that this hostility can be further exacerbated if  the reply is writ­
ten and sent using one o f the free text messaging services available on the Internet. “I 
hate it when people send messages... ‘powered by Yahoo’ or whatever” she says. She 
sees these counter-gifts as insufficient in value and thus an affront. She refers to the 
response as “cheap” , transforming what might initially be seen as a mutual and fair 
exchange into one o f tit for tat— an exchange o f goods where value, and specifically 
economic value, determines status. Alice’s reaction is captured in Schwartz’ words: 
“One expresses unfriendliness through gift giving by breaking the rule o f approximate 
reciprocity (returning a gift in near, but not exact, value of that received). Returning 
“tit for tat” transforms the relationships into an economic one and expresses a refusal 
to play the role o f grateful recipient” (1967, p. 6).5
In this last example, we see that not only through the management of offerings 
and receipt, but also through the presentations o f gifts with assigned value do teenag­
ers manage their relationships with one another. The exchange processes— the to and 
fro o f text messages, along with other phone-mediated rituals o f exchange—provide 
a backdrop to the plays and counter plays of rivalry and the organisation of rank, or 
status, accomplished by performances of particular kinds. The gift, with its embodied 
meaning— the text message, the call, etc.— and its value are thus a means of demon­
strating positions o f rivalry and status. Next, I will write o f the ways in which value 
is assigned to gifts, revealing that gifts do not simply have a predetermined value 
through which the positions o f rivalry and status can be demonstrated.
Value
The objects o f exchange offered via the phone are assigned particular values by 
teenagers. The value o f an object can be determined by the object itself: what it is and 
how it is formed. The text message, for example, is seen to have greater or lesser value 
if  written in particular ways.
Alice: I hate it when they do it [send text messages] in capitals and sometimes
when they don’t put punctuation marks in, ah, it annoys me. Another 
thing I’ve noticed is that... Ok, you’re going outside the nonnal rules 
of the normal everyday English language writing and everything and
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so because of that you don’t have to keep conforming to the commas, 
full stops, and the capitals and all that. But still, it bugs me when people 
refuse to do it properly. They put three words together and there’s no 
indication of where it starts or where it ends, no full stop, no nothing. It 
just looks horrible.
Alex: So when you say do it properly you mean there’s almost an acceptable
way... There’s like...
Alice: Yeah, because there’s some words for instance... if you don’t have
enough space ok and you’re too cheap to send two messages instead of 
one, what you can do is probably,... use the symbol - ‘&’n so even if 
you join it together... that kind of isn’t as bad as if you squashed every­
thing together... just looking urgh...
Although Alice admits that written text messages fall outside the normal rules 
o f written language, she implies that there are proper ways to construct messages. An 
improperly composed message is viewed as ‘horrible’ . Alice associates such messages 
with people who are too ‘cheap’ to send longer messages. In doing so she imposes a 
value system upon messages based on their form.
For gifts such as text messages, value is also associated with who sent the gift 
and the context in which it was sent and received. As Alice suggests, it tends to be the 
personal messages from her boyfriend that are valuable and worth keeping: “ I don’t 
keep sick messages. I tend to delete them. So I haven’t got any o f the ones... I usually 
only keep the ones my boyfriend sends me because they’re sweet.” Susan adds to this, 
recognising that messages are only o f interest to particular people in certain contexts.
Well, it’s like anything really. Only certain things appeal to certain people. So 
it’s not... like one text message is going to appeal to all of my friends in college.
And like, you know like some people will like that my boyfriend will text me to 
say ‘love you’ or something, but some people would say ‘oh my god.’ You know 
‘I ’m single! Rub it in!’ whatever... Personal messages aren’t really something you 
share.
Show a boyfriend’s message to a friend who is single and expect a less than pos­
itive response Susan tell us. The value o f a text message is seen to be equally, if not 
more questionable in other contexts. For example, the ending o f a relationship through 
the use of the text message is regarded as the most contemptible use o f the technology. 
It reveals that the exchange of messages is closely tied to codes o f etiquette and social 
propriety.
Jennifer: That is the worst way. That is like a bitchy thing to do [laughs with 
Jenny]
Alice: That is worse than writing a letter or saying...
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Jennifer: Our friend, he’s really gullible, he’s really weak ok. He’s really lovely.
His girlfriend has diunped him four times in four weeks and it was over 
text messages.
Alex: So why is that the worst way?
Jennifer: Cause it’s so impersonal. It’s like over the Internet as well.
Alice: It’s... It’s very... It’s worse than being a coward. It’s worse than calling
someone when you know they’re a thousand miles away and going ‘oh 
yeah, by the way, you’re dumped.’ It’s terrible. I mean I knew someone 
in the previous year... The year above me... She was going out with this 
guy... Well she was really into him and she thought he felt the same way 
and everything, so they slept together. The next day he sends her a text.
She was really, really happy and then I think something happened at 
College and then she wasn’t feeling so good anyway. And then all she
gets is a text... you know the happy ‘oh yeah, my boyfriend’s sent me 
a text, he’ll makes things better thing.’ And it said, ‘you’re dumped.’
Okay, that’s not funny. And she was just crying...
Jennifer: It’s the same if people ask you out over text messages. It’s just cow­
ardly.
Alice: I ’ve never heard of that one.
Jennifer: The Internet’s the same. When people are going out over the Internet.
It’s really stupid. I think it’s silly anyway—they haven’t actually ever 
met each other.
Alice: It’s... I hate to use this term... It’s a copout. It’s lame. I don’t know
that’s me personally cause I hate to leave things without knowing... I 
don’t know, it’s just unfinished business. You can’t just send a message 
and say, you know, ‘you’re diunped.’ Just call me and say we need to 
talk... ‘We need to talk’ can only mean one thing.
This use o f the text message clearly leaves Jennifer and Alice feeling strongly 
about its value. Being ‘dumped’ with a text message is ‘bitchy’, it’s a ‘ copout’ , it’s 
‘ lame’, it’s the ‘worst way’ . These terms are used to express what Jennifer and Alice 
feel is the impersonal nature o f the text message in this context. In quite a different 
context, however, the text message can be seen as an invaluable object o f exchange. 
Talking o f text messaging in general, Susan feels that “it’s cool cause you can talk 
about anything. Like, you can talk about your love life 01* your friends, or like mean 
people or anything.” Her view is o f quite a different object o f exchange with quite 
different understandings of value to the impersonal messages that Jennifer and Alice 
refer to.
The distinction between messages that are personal, or private, and messages 
that are aimed at a larger audience is yet another way in which value is assigned to 
messages. The public messages— the jokes or those sent to groups— are seen as dis­
posable whereas the personal messages are felt to be the invaluable residue of im­
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portant memories or happenings. Susan and Jennifer talk about this distinction in the 
extract below:
Alex: ...So what is that distinction for you between public and private? What
are the messages that you sort of think ‘oh these are for me and ...’
Susan: It’s all the jokes that are shared around...
Jennifer: and that aren’t too personal...
Susan: ... And ones that are directed at a lot of people like I told you my friend
text me to say ‘thanks for asking me out. I had really nice time. Say 
hi to everyone.’ And I showed that around and said ‘argh, how cute is 
she?’ Because she hardly ever comes out with us, and umm,... everyone 
was like *arr, yeah...’ And then there are ones that say... Umm, I can’t 
think of anything. Like [pauses]... Like my friend was telling me that he 
used to get bullied at school and stuff and like he was saying how hor­
rible it was and like I would never show that message to anyone, which 
is why I deleted it. But I was still really conscious of...
Jennifer: Yeah, you sometimes have to delete messages like that, that you want to
keep but...
Susan: Yeah.
Jennifer: But if they’re like really, really personal and you know that they’re not 
going to want other people to know. But you want to keep it and it like 
shows...
Susan: It shows trust between you.
Jennifer: ...yeah
Susan: That’s why I think you should be able to lock them. Just have a pass­
word to get into all of your messages, like all of your ‘inbox’.
Susan tells o f the shared jokes and the ‘cute’ messages that are passed between 
the members o f larger groups. These seem to be o f temporary interest and lose their 
significance outside of the relevant context. Jennifer puts it like this: “A  lot of mes­
sages, when you take them out o f context they don’t mean anything anyway. So like 
with Susan, in that situation [above] it meant something, but if  someone had read it 
the next day it wouldn’t have been the same.” On the other hand, Susan refers to ‘re­
ally personal’ messages that signify something o f lasting importance between people. 
These are sentimental objects to be kept, but at times must be discarded because of the 
mobile phone’s inability to lock or hide messages.
This distinction between public and private is important because it reflects that 
the message, in the form of a gift, as I have described, is seen as valuable under cer­
tain terms and on particular occasions. The message is made private, for instance, 
through certain understandings between giver and recipient and only shown on oc­
casions when its value is legitimated. Susan describes this: “You can’t say ‘this is for
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show and this is for not.’ You know, it all depends on the person that gets the messages 
and the people that hold your phone.” The gift can thus only be presented when it is 
right and proper. “ [Pjeople” Davis writes (1996, p. 215), “match goods to relation­
ships and the terms o f exchange” . The value o f the gift exchanged— for instance its 
status as public or private— is dictated by the occasioned ceremony and by all those 
who take part.
Like music CDs, clothes, food and drink, etc., mobile phones provide a means 
to meet one’s obligations to give and the subsequent obligations to accept and recip­
rocate. Such objects are apt in gift exchange because, as gifts, they are capable of pos­
sessing something o f the giver, something o f personal and social value. This is all the 
more true of mobile phones and their content because they are quite possibly one o f 
the few objects o f social value that young people have ownership of, or at least have 
immediate control over. This raises their value still further, as the object exchanged 
represents not only something that is personal, but also a symbol o f teenagers’ inde­
pendence. The phone and its contents, i f  you like, allows young people to differentiate 
themselves from family or household relations as well as cement their own social net­
works. The phone allows the young person to withdraw from the world of the home, 
for instance, and establish a ‘micro-world’ through the system o f exchange that young 
people employ. Talking about her use of the phone at home, Jennifer puts it like this: 
“You feel kinda like you have to escape, so the phone’s a good way o f escaping cause 
you’re talking to different people and you’re not like so by yourself.” Explaining her 
reasons for the use of the phone is this way, she later adds: “Life from home and col­
lege is so different then you’re trying to bring the college home with you.”
Thus, for young people, the value o f a gift made via the mobile phone may be 
determined by its capacity to possess something o f the giver, to be seen as a show of 
independence, and to establish a sense o f place— “to bring the college home” . As we 
have seen earlier, it may also be determined by the form of the gift itself and the con­
text in which it is given.
Conclusions
In this chapter, I have explored how teenagers use mobile phones to mediate 
their social relationships on the basis of some evidence gathered in the field notes and 
interview transcripts. I have claimed that teenagers can use their phones to participate 
in the rituals o f exchange; follow patterns o f reciprocity; display commitment and
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solidarity; and demonstrate social status and rivalry. Looking at teenagers’ phone-me­
diated interactions as part of such larger practices has provided me with a means to 
contemplate how mobile phones, and particular features o f the phone, have come to 
permeate teenagers social lives. My aim here has been to show that the social world 
in which teenagers live has a profound impact on the ways that they understand and 
hence use technology. It has also been to show that through a critical analysis o f the 
relationship between technology and the social world, it is possible to articulate a 
number o f perspectives from which to explore the use o f mobile phones amongst teen­
agers.
Through deploying an analytical orientation aimed at uncovering the social prac­
tices that people participate in, I have attempted to illustrate that under certain condi­
tions and in specific contexts, mobile phones take on particular meanings in teenagers’ 
daily lives. These situated and embodied understandings become intertwined with 
the technological constraints and possibilities of the phones and, in turn, influence 
further uses and understandings. The text message, for example, provides the basic 
ingredients for a gift and, as we have seen, between peers and in the right context it 
may be offered as a symbolic gesture of friendship and allegiance. The constraints and 
possibilities o f the messaging system can thus be used to transform the message into 
something intimate and emotionally valuable. The technology and how it is used and 
understood thus become intimately related; each brings its own forces to bear on the 
other so that no one factor can be seen to drive why or how a technology comes to be 
used in everyday life.
(Footnotes)
1 Reprinted in 1997 but from the turn of the last century, and thus one of the founding texts 
of anthropology.
2 The paradox here is of course that a handwritten version might seem closer to a person 
than the technically mediated version (i.e. the SMS text). That it is not has to do with the 
fact that what is sought and indeed desired is the ‘just what’ of what was made: in this case 
SMS text. Thus Cheal’s comments about the need to have an object that has the marks of 
the human hand on it still applies, even of the virtual object (1987, p. 158).
3 This exceipt raises the problem of making the distinction, which is sometimes subtle, be­
tween the gift and commodity. In the anthropology literature much has been done on this 
topic (see, for example, Appadurai, 1986b; Carrier, 1995; Douglas & Isherwood, 1979).
In this paper, the gift, like the commodity, is seen to be constituted in the moment and for 
the occasion. As Appadurai writes: “let us approach commodities [or gifts] as things in a 
certain situation, a situation that can characterize many different kinds of thing, at different
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points in their social lives. This means looking at the commodity [of gift] potential of all 
things rather than searching fruitlessly for the magic distinction between commodities and 
other sorts of things [such as gifts]” (1986a, p. 13). The ‘gift potential’ is seen in the phone, 
in call credit and in the text message because, for teenagers, these ‘objects’ have come to 
embody special meanings—meanings of friendship, solidarity, etc. that are personalised, 
personified even, in their material forms and through their giving and receipt.
4 There has, in fact, been some contention over this view that gifts must be reciprocated 
without delay. Mauss (1997) criticises Malinowski’s opinion, arguing that reciprocation 
can in fact be part of a larger more enduring contract of exchange in which credit and inter­
est are a part (Panoff, 1970).
5 The recipient’s reaction may not always be one of gratitude. Feelings of misgiving and sus­
picion may be aroused from the receipt of a gift (Cheal, 1987).
8. Phone-Ta/k &  Subversion
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Introduction
O rd in ar y  talk is, of course, an orderly accomplishment achieved through the use 
o f such resources as turn sequence, posture, gesture and gaze. In this chapter, I aim to 
demonstrate that teenagers sometimes use these discursive resources in conjunction 
with the mobile phone to create a particular order to their everyday, face-to-face con­
versations. Specifically, I will show that, amongst teenagers, talk about the phone, or 
more generally '‘phone talk’, is routinely used in the management o f a conversation’s 
topic and the organisation o f participation status. What I claim to be o f particular 
interest is the manner in which these features of ordinary talk are organised and man­
aged through the mobile phone’s physical presence and its material qualities, and not 
simply by means o f utterance, gaze and bodily posture.
By way of this initial analytical work, I will go onto make the point that the 
phone provides features, contingent upon the way it is used on particular occasions, 
that make it a special resource in localised, face-to-face talk. I will demonstrate that 
teenagers, through their sayings, tellings and doings position the phone as a resource 
that can be used to subvert the orderly progress of group talk. I will suggest that teen­
agers accomplish subordinate interactions that are concealed from the situation at 
large by drawing on particular features o f the phone. This permits them to participate 
in practices that disrupt group-talk-in-progress, subverting what is known to be the 
right and proper conduct for an occasion. This form of localised ‘subversion’ should 
be seen as quite distinct from the commonly referred to subversions that tend to be 
framed politically; subversion, in this chapter, is seen as a subordinate move— in talk 
or action— against the recognised order o f a specific social situation and not a dissent­
ing movement against a political authority 01* system.
In presenting this work, I have chosen to draw on a limited number of excerpts 
from both interview transcripts and field notes. The analysis follows on from my work 
described in the previous chapter, investigating teenagers’ participation in the ritual 
practices o f social exchange and, specifically, those practices o f exchange mediated 
by mobile phones. In contrast to this work, however, I have paid greater attention to 
the minutiae o f teenagers’ conversational talk and interaction. The purpose o f this
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focus shift is twofold. One reason is that it allows me to demonstrate how the detailed 
work that teenagers engage in happens to manage and order both their talk and social 
roles in everyday conversation. By attending to the data in such detail, I hope to make 
clear that phones are a legitimate part o f teenagers’ conversations and a resource that 
is taken for granted in managing orderly conduct. The second reason is that the issues 
that emerge from this analytical stance provide a sense of how the phone has many 
practical although not immediately apparent uses in everyday conversation. The close 
attention to the detailed work accomplished in routine phone-mediated interactions 
will reveal that teenagers often make use o f the phone in novel and original ways. As I 
will go onto show, teenagers, rather than using the phone purely to support distributed 
communications, often make use o f its material and interactive features to help man­
age local forms o f talk between face-to-face parties.
Topic
To begin, I have chosen to focus on a short extract from the interview tran­
scripts. The extract is taken from an interview I had with two students, Jackie and 
Lauren. In it, Lauren briefly talks o f her relationship with her new boyfriend, Ali. By 
attending to the form the conversation takes and the various discursive resources em­
ployed, I will show that the phone provides a acceptable means to mange a conversa­
tion’s topic and bring closure to a topic-in-progress.
(1 . In t e r v ie w : l o c a l  sh o pp in g  m a l l ) '
1 Lauren: It’s readly annoying: cos Ali’s really brown: an- he’s my new
2 boyfriend.- an he’s like so brown:: i’m just like (.) oh my God!
3 Jackie: That’s like
4 Bob\ It’s not fa:ir:: .hh
5 Lauren: I like go up to him an I’m like YEAH! look how brown I am(.)-
6 Alex: huh I"huh
7 Lauren: 1=and then he’s like- (.) His wtf/(.)tral colour is like way
8 1 brown: er. hhli
9 Alex: |_huh-huh-huh-ha You’ve got a new boyfriend already:?
10 A it : she works quickly doesn’t she
11 Lauren: _ yeah, well: it’s been a month! GOD:!(.)=
12 Alex: a month::? ((sarcastically))
13 Lauren: =I’ve bin .weening:! .hhh
14 Alex: huh-huh-ha-ha
15 Jackie: .hhh have-you-been-going-out-with-him-
16 for-a month?=
17 Lauren: -Nol I have n’t been out with anyone for a month
18 Jackie: Oh,chuh-huh°
19 Lauren: It was aw::fid\
20 Jackie: hhh D/4.11111! .hh
21 Alex: khe-kheh-ha-ha- [ha,
22 Lauren: [_.hhh I didn't like it at all::! It was horrible!
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23 Alex:
24 Lauren:
25 Alex:
26 Jackie:
27 Lauren: —>
28
29 Alex:
30 Lauren: —>
31 Alex:
32 Jackie:
33 Lauren: —^
34
35
36 Alex:
37 Jackie:
38
39
40 Lauren:
41 Jackie:
42
43
44
45 Lauren:
46 Jackie:
47
48
RearMylQ 
No. I can’t handle it.
Only a month? Lauren? khe-kheh- 
°Awe::°
But I don’t even talk to him that much-1 don’t think it’s going 
to work °out° (.)
Ar f  r::
(But anyway, this isn’t ab out( )
Okay then.
You talk to Imie more: anyway.
°Yeali:: 0 But he’s great! I can talk to him about lots of °stuff:°
((reaches to pick up Jackie’s mobile that is placed 011 the table 
and balances it on one end))
°Yeah°=
=Oo, Oo loold This is really cooil This is really sad actually.
((takes the phone from Lauren, leans back and starts to press the 
keys with both hands))
.lilili he-her-her
°ok watch® (.) Look at my phone- it’s really really corny- look 
( ) ((leans towards Lauren holding the phone with one hand.
Lauren also leans in and the two huddle closely to view the dis­
play))
j [~ ha-ha-ha-ha 
L L huh-huh-huh(hlilih)
((both lean back and look towards each other laughing. Jackie shows 
Lauren her screen-saver that displays an animated heart))
In this sequence o f turns, Lauren carries on with some talk about the weather 
and suntans. She introduces the topic o f boyfriends by describing how brown her boy­
friend is. By labelling her boyfriend as “new” and possibly through Jackie’s ‘ insider’ 
knowledge of the relationship, Lauren unwittingly finds herself in a discussion that 
she, as we shall see, turns out to be less than willing to engage in. Successive attempts 
to alter the conversation’s trajectory are eventually rewarded but, notably, it is the mo­
bile phone that provides sufficient means for a shift in topic.
My main interest in the above sequence occurs when Lauren and Jackie shift 
topics by turning their attention to the phone (lines 33-48). However, before attend­
ing to this, I will briefly pay heed to the beginning o f the excerpt. Despite the appar­
ent simplicity o f the initial sequence of turns, the interpretive work that is performed 
accomplishes a great deal and does much to set the scene for the subsequent topic 
change.
From the outset, it is evident that both girls are willing to cohere to the orderly 
undertaking o f the conversation and that Jackie, importantly, is prepared to align 
herself with Lauren. This is apparent in the way the two girls ‘play out’ , in the first 
four lines of the extract above, what is termed a paired sequence (Schegloff & Sacks,
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1973). Recognised in conversation analysis as one of the basic ‘units’ o f talk, the 
paired sequence refers to a two-part sequence o f turns whereby the utterance of a first 
turn, or pair-part, provides a ‘slot’ for a second turn. The classic example used by 
Sacks is the greeting-greeting, question-answer sequence made over the phone: “This 
is Mr Smith may I help you” followed by “Yes, this is Mr Brown...” (Sacks, 1989). 
This instance of an adjacency pair (Sacks, Schegloff, & Jefferson, 1974; Schegloff & 
Sacks, 1973) conforms to two procedural rules— one being that an answer follows a 
question and the second being the identification given in the answer, or second pair- 
part, is precipitated by the form of the first turn.
Although not a question-answer or greeting-greeting sequence, the first paired 
sequence between the girls (lines 1-4) gives an indication o f the ‘tone’ the conversa­
tion will take. The first turn and the manner in which the ‘slot’ is ‘filled’ signal what 
we shall see to be Jackie’s efforts to be allied with Lauren. In the sequence, Jackie 
demonstrates she is willing to take a supportive position by not only offering a sympa­
thetic response to Lauren but also by mirroring Lauren’s description o f her boyfriend’s 
tan (lines 3-4). Noticeably, Jackie’s second pair-part follows a sequential order and is 
discriminatively related to the first turn (Sacks, 2000b). Lauren, herself, is spurred on 
by Jackie’s response. In her subsequent turn, she recounts what is taken to be a plausi­
ble encounter in which she re-emphasises how dark her boyfriend is (line 5).
>
Following Lauren’s turn, I inteiject. Having recently been told about Lauren’s 
break-up with her ex-boyfriend, I exclaim surprise at the relative speed with which he 
has been replaced. Lauren, talking over my teasing comment, quickly retorts with an 
emphatic denial of any wrongdoing (line 11). She suggests she has mourned her loss 
for an acceptable length o f time and suffered quite unduly because o f it. She reiter­
ates this point following Jackie’s enquiry into the length o f her relationship with Ali. 
Despite her misinterpretation o f Lauren’s comment on the elapsed time between boy­
friends (lines 15-16), Jackie’s consecutive turns operate to further sure up her support 
for Lauren. First, by not questioning the legitimacy of Lauren’s relationship, Jackie’s 
question serves to normalise Lauren’s movement from one boyfriend to the next, 
depicting it as the routine, ordinary business of dating. Second, through exclaiming 
“Damn!” , Jackie succinctly confirms Lauren’s feelings of woe are warranted. Again, 
Jackie demonstrates she is willing to collaborate with her fellow interviewee.
At this stage, I wish to draw attention to the manner in which Lauren’s turns 
position herself as somewhat emotionally vulnerable because o f her stated reliance
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on being with someone. In no uncertain terms, she twice recounts the period she 
spent without a boyfriend and the suffering she has endured because o f it (lines 11-13 
and 17-29). In both attempts, to signal the severity o f her month long ordeal, Lauren 
engages in the special work of legitimising what might be construed as improper be­
haviour on her part. She uses the pairing of time and dislike o f her single status as a 
rhetorical device, so as to depict her new relationship as right and proper. Her use of 
the word “suffering” (line 13), in particular, evokes an image of a long and sustained 
period of distress thereby warranting the new relationship.
Inadvertently, however, Lauren also reveals what could be construed as an emo­
tional weakness. Lauren is first encouraged by Jackie’s supportive “Damn!” to which 
she retorts a further pronouncement o f dislike for the situation, but is then faced with 
my somewhat provocatively toned “Really?” . Perhaps seeing her own vulnerability 
exposed, she then seeks to manoeuvre the conversation, first by belittling the emo­
tional commitment she has to her relationship with Ali (lines 27-28), and then through 
an all out attempt to curtail the discussion by highlighting the inappropriateness of the 
topic (line 30). The summing up o f her relationship with Ali is the first ‘hint’ Lauren 
gives of preparing for a topic shift. Such summary statements “appear to be implica­
tive o f closure of topic, and are recurrently deployed prior to various forms of topic 
shift” (Jefferson, 1994, p. 211). It is Lauren’s subsequent turn, though, that explicitly 
reveals her desire to put an end to the topic-in-progress. Her use o f “But anyway” 
serves as a positioning marker to bring closure to the topic (Schegloff & Sacks, 1973), 
and her utterance “this isn’t about...” invokes the known-in-advance status o f the 
interview and can be seen as an attempt to draw us back to what has been previously 
agreed as on-topic talk (Button, 1991)— talk about mobile phones.
After provoking Lauren with a teasing “Really?” , my response is to accept 
Lauren’s bid to shift topic. However, this effort is thwarted. Possibly in an attempt to 
console her, Jackie raises Lauren’s friendship with another boy, Imie (line 33). Lauren 
publicly recognises the strong bond she has with Imie, but expresses discomfort with 
this topic— maybe because it raises the possibility o f disloyalty to Ali, or worse yet 
infidelity. In talking, she reaches across the table to pick up Jackie’s phone. Holding 
it against the table, she then balances the phone on one end. Having initially failed to 
support Lauren and possibly feeling discomfort herself, Jackie attempts to come to 
Lauren’s rescue again. But this time, rather than seeking to console Lauren, she bids 
for neutral ground, changing the topic entirely. Taking up what is possibly a topic
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marker offered by Lauren, she attends to the phone and a feature that she first de­
scribes as ‘cool’ . She then retracts the expressive descriptor—-possibly believing her 
attempt to change tacks as overly zealous. Whatever the case, Jackie’s efforts serve to 
draw attention away from the topic at hand. They also provide further evidence o f the 
bond that the two have established. The attention given to Jackie’s screen-saver, their 
mutual laughter, close physical proximity and glances towards one another all work to 
reinforce their solidarity.
It is this sequence that brings us back to my main interest—the marked change 
o f topic in conversation. Having made one explicit attempt to put an end to the topic 
in progress, Lauren produces another summary statement (this time about her rela­
tionship with Imie) and concurrently takes the phone placed beside her on the table.
It is this coordinated act that gives rise to the diversion, or topical disjunct (Jefferson, 
1994), she has been seeking. There is no strong evidence to claim that Lauren inten­
tionally uses her turn or the phone to furnish a departure from the conversation’s topic 
but, regardless of internationality, Jackie and Lauren are jointly able to accomplish the 
manoeuvre. Lauren’s move for the phone, her visible interaction with it and the tailing 
off of her turn with the quietly spoken “stuff’ (lines 33-35), all operate to construct a 
transition-relevance place where Jackie is able to self-select her role as next speaker 
(Sacks et al., 1974) and bring about a change in topic. There is a recognised precedent 
for this form of joint conversational work. As Button (1987; 1991) and others (e.g., 
Button & Casey, 1988/89) have pointed out, several discursive resources are available 
for conversational members to collaboratively accomplish the termination o f one topic 
and the initiation o f another. What is notable in the above instance is that in this situ­
ated moment, and in a matter-of-fact manner, the phone is occasioned as a practical 
means to manage such an achievement.
It could be argued, o f course, that mobile phones were arranged, in advance, to 
be the focus of the interviews and so Jackie was merely fulfilling her duty by return­
ing to the designated topic. However, such an argument uncovers what is particularly 
interesting here. The point being that it is the phone’s physical presence that provides 
for a topic initial elicitor (Button, 1987) and, ultimately, the opportunity for on-topic 
talk to be returned to. To dismiss this assumes it is the seemingly abrupt turn made by 
Jackie that eventually accomplishes the change in topic and disregards the substan­
tial amount o f interpretive work that is accomplished in this short excerpt. Thus, we 
should recognise it is the phone’s occasioned presence as a tangible object that con-
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tributes to the conversation’s reorganisation and, specifically, places the conversation 
in a position ready for change— nothing so coarse as an explicit statement of intent is 
needed. As Goodwin writes of a similar termination of ‘activity’ : “ [The state of affairs 
is] systematically achieved but never made visible as an explicit act o f disaffiliation. 
Indeed, the transition itself never emerges as an explicit event in the talk” (1981, p. 
107).
This systematic, yet implicit, transition to phone talk is significant because it 
reveals the phone’s taken-for-granted character in occasioned talk. With relative ease, 
phone talk enables uncomfortable gaps to be filled and, relevant here, uncomfortable 
topics to be supplanted. By invoking the topic o f phones, Jackie relies on the conven­
tional wisdom that phone talk is an acceptable topic in its own right and holds a legiti­
mate place in conversational work. I f  it did not, her bid to ‘rescue’ Lauren would have 
at best seemed out o f place and at the very worse been publicly challenged. The mo­
bile phone’s very presence in everyday talk is what makes it such a valuable resource 
in these terms.
To sum thus far, I would like to emphasise the point that the mobile phone and, 
in particular, reference made to it as a tangible object, can be used in the orderly ac­
complishment o f conversational talk. Specifically, it offers a resource that a conversa­
tion’s members can call upon to collectively manage and terminate the topic of talk. 
Yes, phone talk offers just one o f the many possibilities that teenagers have at their 
disposal for such conversational negotiation. Yes, the practical accomplishment of 
termination provided for through the phone is but one single usage o f the device that 
is constituted by means of and in occasioned talk. The point here though is that phone 
talk can be seen to be a wholly observable, yet taken for granted, device through 
which topic closure is routinely managed and accomplished. Its very taken-for-grant- 
edness as a tacitly recognised, interpretive resource in eveiyday talk is what makes it 
something that is so suitable for such a purpose. In short, I make the claim that phone 
talk (in its embodied form) is included in that class o f resources that can be brought to 
bear in topic termination— and more generally the management o f topic.2
Participation Status
As well as possessing qualities that help to manage a conversation’s topic, the 
phone also has its part to play in managing and organising participation status in local 
talk.3 That is, when the mobile phone is present in conversations between group mem-
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bers, it can determine which members become engaged in talk and the conversational 
roles that are taken. In this section, I will demonstrate, by means o f the field data, that 
the phone is used in recognisable ways to achieve such conversational work.
The extract presented below is taken from the field notes that were made observ­
ing students using their phones in the school canteen. In the extract, there are several 
instances in which the phone provides a means to detract from the larger group en­
gagement. What I wish to highlight through this extract are the possibilities that are 
provided for through the phone’s presence in teenagers’ everyday talk. In particular,
I hope to show that participation status— demonstrated through what I refer to as 
engagement displays— is managed through the phone as a material artefact.4 By en­
gagement displays, I make reference to those observable actions that are performed to 
demonstrate one’s status 01* role (i.e., speaker, listener, bystander, etc.) in talk.
(2 . O b s e r v a t io n s : s c h o o l  c a n t e e n )
1 Five girls are at a table talking. One girl, Gl, is navigating the menus on her
2 Nokia 3210. She passes the mobile to another girl, G2, who takes the mobile and
3 starts to interact with it with both hands. She holds the mobile between her index
4 fingers and uses her thumbs to press the buttons. She leans forward in her seat
5 and rests her elbows on the table. The others around the table are looking about
6 aimlessly and occasionally talking amongst each other. G2 looks as though she
7 is playing a game. Although she seems to be able to contribute to the group’s
8 ongoing conversation, she doesn’t seem to be too engaged. Another girl, G3, has
9 her mobile (in a black cover) out. She plays with the cover’s strap and holds the
10 mobile with the other hand. She talks to another girl at the table and fiddles with
11 her phone as she talks. As the talk at the table continues, she opens the mobiles
12 case and pulls out a scrap of folded paper, she looks at it and then shows it to the
13 girl she is talking to -  they talk and smile at each other. G3 puts the paper back
14 into the phone’s case and the two return to attending to the group’s conversation.
15 G4, another girl at the table, has her Nokia 3310 in her hand. She looks at it with
16 G3. G3 holds the phone with G4 and moves her head towards it as though she
17 is listening to something on the phone—perhaps a ring tone. This is different to
18 the way she would listen to something through the earpiece—she leans down to-
19 wards the phone and holds her ear against the side of the mobile. They look at the
20 mobile for a few moments longer and then put it away.
Although I was not able to record the content o f the conversations that occurred 
between the girls above, there is some readily observable, ‘performative’ work being 
accomplished. What is apparent from the extract is that phones provide for small, lo­
calised forms o f interaction that can be taken as a sign o f exclusive engagement. The 
phones do not only mediate these forms o f interaction, but can also be the focus of 
them.
In the above extract, G2’s possible game playing is the first observable example 
of how engagement displays are managed via the phone (lines 1-8). Her use of the
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phone demonstrates how a barrier of sorts can be erected between the user of a phone 
and the situation at large. In contrast to the one-handed use o f the phone found to be 
commonly performed by teenagers, G2 leans forward, holding the phone with two 
hands, thereby establishing a limited field o f view.5 This use o f posture and gaze is 
what signifies her own separate status in the group and her willingness for her status 
to be seen as such. The phone is thus used not only to display her reduced ability to 
attend to the ongoing talk at the table, but also serves to spatially separate herself from 
those around her.
G2’s apparent withdrawal from the conversation would, at first sight, seem to 
be indicative o f an altogether anti-social and unwarranted departure from the conver­
sational cluster. However, in attending to her displays of engagement and their place 
in the occasioned group talk, I suggest that G2 is participating in some special work 
that makes her withdrawal unremarkable to the other conversationalists. By operating 
the phone in the way that she does, G2 is displaying her participation in the legitimate 
and warranted business o f mobile phone use— whether that be game-play 01* any other 
form of one-person interaction. G2’s display o f engagement with the phone, and dis­
engagement from those at the table, is thus the method she employs to demonstrate 
her participation status; it operates as a recognisable marker, projecting her availability 
(01* unavailability) for co-participation.
In the subsequent interaction (lines 8-14), G3 and another girl at the table reveal 
how the phone, along with a folded piece o f paper, precipitates a side play (Goffinan, 
1959) or side sequence (Jefferson, 1972). By drawing attention to the two artefacts—  
specifically the paper she has stored in the phone’s cover— G3 initiates a focused and 
coordinated interaction. Notably, the material artefacts manage the subordinate con­
versation between the two girls. The artefacts come to provide a focus o f attention for 
the conversants— turning their minds to the same exclusive subject matter— and in 
doing so bring about what Sack’s et al. (1974) refer to as a schism from the original 
group-wide conversation. The mutual attention paid to the objects confers an agreed 
consensus of relevancies and irrelevancies, and operates to circumscribe an observably 
exclusive interchange. By attending to both the phone and paper, the two girls thus 
alter their participation status; they move from being members of the larger conversa­
tional group to select participants in a two-way exchange.
Turning to G4’s interaction with G3 (lines 15-20), we again see that the phone is 
the focus of a move away from the ongoing conversation at the table. In this case, it is
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the phone itself that appears to be the subject of the conversation. The two girls seem 
to be listening to a phone’s ring tone. By engaging in this interchange— leaning over 
the phone and consequently towards each other—the two disengage from the others 
at the table. The mutual change in orientation— the physical proximity that is made 
plainly visible— signals a change in what Goffman (1981) has called footing. The two 
produce and manage their briefly shared intimacy by way o f the phone’s physical pres­
ence. Amongst the occasioned glances, gestures and posturing, the phone is bound up 
in the expressed signs o f intimacy so as to become a basic element o f the interchange. 
The phone comes to be included in that class o f signs, or back channel cues (Goffman, 
1981), that form part o f the nonverbal communication that occurs during conversa­
tions. As both Goffman (ibid.) and Argyle (1983; 1988) explain, such cues augment 
verbal interactions, providing both speakers and hearers with ways o f articulating 
and confirming shared understandings not expressed in the literal utterances o f talk. 
Through nonverbal means, the phone thus provides a cue for G3 and G4 to relocate 
their attention and take part in a collaborative activity that signifies their mutual agree­
ment to alter their status o f participation.
All three o f the above interactions hinge on the material artefacts in ques­
tion being readily acceptable and routine resources to negotiate participation status. 
Specifically, by permitting mutually agreed upon topics o f talk to be established and 
distinct foci o f attention to be formed, the folded piece of paper and the mobile phone 
are both seen to warrant the withdrawal from one engagement and the participation in 
another. The successful transitions in participation status, systematically accomplished 
in each interaction, suggest that some common feature (or features) possessed by both 
artefacts is put to good use.
A  common feature of both the piece paper and mobile phone is the capacity each 
has to establish a spatially limited focus of interaction that, at least in part, demarks 
the boundaries of participation. This, self evidently, is associated with the artefact’s 
size: because a piece of paper and a phone are both small, only a limited number of 
people can attend to them at any one time. Leaving the paper to one side, the phone 
thus provides a legitimate reason to manage participation status, not only through 
its presence in occasioned talk, but also because of its particular physical character­
istics. As we shall see, the legitimate use o f a phone’s size has important implica­
tions for how context-dependent, multi-participant talk is practically accomplished.
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Specifically, it provides a means for phone users to manage the statuses that are avail­
able to those present in a situation.
Covert Phone Talk
T hus far, I have sought to show  how  the m obile phone, as an artefact that m e­
diates social processes, serves to m anage ordinary talk and how, specifically, it has 
becom e a taken-for-granted and practical means to accom plish topic m anagem ent and 
organise participation status. I w ill now  reveal h ow  these tw o occasioned practices, 
m ediated b y the phone, can be used to engage in talk that is both subordinate to and 
concealed from  a prim ary interchange.
Before we return to the corpus of data, I wish to clarify what I mean by con­
cealed, subordinate talk. To do this, I draw on Blackman’s (1995) interviews with 
teenage students in which he illustrates how particular forms o f collective behaviour 
can work to exclude certain members o f a conversation. He writes o f the reaction a 
group o f girls have to an aggressive conversational turn made by one o f a group of 
boys:
The girls exclude the boys by talking among themselves. The girls’ unity is as­
sured in their celebratory laughter and asserted collective outrageous behaviour.
They demonstrate their power and skill in using their sexuality openly as a sym­
bolic resource o f  exclusion, opposition and independence. (Blackman, 1995, p.
59)
Herein lay the basic elements o f the locally subordinate act— even though 
Blackman chooses not to phrase it in such a way. What he illustrates is that the girls 
participating in the interview have, at their disposal, various methods with which to 
countermine the thread o f a conversation and align the dominant roles within it. In his 
cited example, Blackman shows that the girls challenge the authority exerted by the 
boy by talking amongst themselves and drawing on such resources as laughter, overt 
camaraderie and sexuality. Putting to one side the moral 01* political overtones that 
maybe implicated here, what Blackman demonstrates is that there are orderly ways to 
produce subordinate interchanges and that these interchanges can serve to align par­
ticipants’ locally accomplished statuses.
Despite attending to subordinate talk in the conversation between the students, 
Blackman only alludes to the role o f concealment. However, I would choose to argue 
that concealment is a key element o f the interchange he describes. Although the girls 
make it plainly obvious that they are reproaching the boy’s aggressive prior turn
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with their talk and laughter, their actions also serve to accomplish a more subtle play. 
Through their subordinate talk, the girls choose to share in news that is known only 
amongst them. Specifically, in response to the boy’s aggressive turn, one o f the girls 
raises a new topic that only her friends know the details of. This necessarily excludes 
the boys who are present by dint o f it referring to matters unknown to them. Thus, the 
subordinate interchange relies on the talk being exclusively between the girls; it relies 
on some topical and apparently newsworthy matters being concealed from the boys.
Through Blackman’s interview data, we thus see there are two distinctive fea­
tures o f concealed, subversive talk, 01* what I will term covert talk. First, it is divisive 
in that it establishes those who are participants to the interchange and those who are 
not; that is, it establishes the grounds for the display of participant status. Second, it 
necessarily invokes a subtopic or parallel topic that refers to matters that are unknown 
to those engaged in the primary interchange; that is, it consists o f a topic-in-parallel 
that in some way conceals information from one or more of the members engaged in 
the original topic-in-progress.
Returning to phone talk, we see that, like laughter or demonstrable perform­
ances of camaraderie, the mobile phone also functions as a resource through which 
covert talk can be achieved. In the excerpt below, taken from the interview transcripts, 
Lauren and Alice describe a specific way in which the phone can be used to undermine 
a member’s participation status in a conversation and engage in a topic-in-parallel.
(3 . In t e r v ie w -s im pl if ie d : “ T h e  M o u n d ” )
1 Alex: Is there something about the way a phone is designed that al-
2 lows you to share it between smaller groups as opposed to larger
3 groups? or:- What is it about the phone that sort of:- what I  call
4 affords certain ways o f using it?
5 Lauren: —» Well you can sh:ield it can’t you? It’s not like it’s so big that you
6 can’t unim:: (.) can’t cover it-up (.) an:::d: (.) umm::
7 Alex: Why w:- What sort o f situation would you be in where you want
8 to shield it?
9 Lauren: Well i f  you- i f  you were sittin next to two people and you only
10 wanted to talk to one o f them about something- (.) then you can
11 like cover it with your hands- whatever. But also it’s quite open
12 so that- so that you can show other people ( )
13 Alex: So you have options for sort o f shielding it or sharing it sort of-
14 (.) people perhaps- one or two people with a group, but also to
15 share it ( )
16 Lauren: hmm:
17  Alex: Susie mentioned (.) umm last week-1 didn’t really pick up on it
18 until I listened to it the other day- that umm: sometimes you’ ll
19 talk to someone and instead (.) o f (.) them speaking they’ ll write
20 a message and just show the message. Does that happen a lot?
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21 Alice: Ye:ah. Ye;ah You might be sitting next to each other and you
22 don’t really want to sa- oh, the (.) most recent time this hap­
23 pened I  waz: sittin at a ta::ble and three-people-and-chairs
24 °and-everythin.° Ther-s a girl sitting here and-a-girl-sittin here
25 ((points to either side o f her))- we don’t talk to the girl sittin here
26 ((points to her right))- So she ((points to left))- z'wstead o f send­
27 ing me a text message cos she-1 dnt know- she had credit::, but
28 there was just no point- although sometimes (.hhh) we do send
29 hull mess(hh)ages to each other while we’re sitting next to each
30 other (hhh). She:: just- umm- typed whatever she had to and she
31 just: gave it to me and I look’d a’ it and thor limm: and I erased it
32 and sent it back to her. And it like withaut actually sending the
33 —> message you just- So i ’s- i’s like pass- passing paper in a class
34 basically except you’re not actually using paper, you’re using
35 the phone.
36 Alex: So why- why do you think- What is it about a phone that sort-of
37 (.) allows you to do that- that makes it something that you would
38 do=
39 Alice: = i’s- it’s mo:r:e- what’s the word- conspicuous °or something0
40 Cause with the paper it’s more obvious that you’ve got- you’re
41 writing something about somebody or is-you’re sharing some
42 kind o f secret or something. But with a phone: whoever’s aromid
43 you will just assume that she’s looking at a text message (.)
44 that you have:. And she might think 0: okay she wouldn’t even
45 think twice about whatever you’re doing, but you’ve got some
46 paper and you’re rea::ding it and shielding an everything an
47 she’ ll be like 0: yeah that must be something about me:: So it’s-
48 (.) you can afford to be nasty about someone without th(hh)m
49 ac(hh)tually biow(hh)ing: and that’s nice.
50 Alex: (.hlihli) So it’s not so obvious what- that it’s something that’s
51 been written in that situation?=
52 Alice: -Yeah. Yeah. Coz for all you know it could just be some:: rude
53 text that you’re looking at (.)°that you’re going back to0
Lauren’s opening turns in this excerpt reiterate how the phone’s size provides 
a legitimate means to include or exclude people from an exchange. Importantly, they 
also introduce a further point o f interest. By describing the way in which a phone can 
be ‘shielded’ (lines 5-6), Lauren reveals how the phone can be used to produce a sub­
ordinate interchange where not only participation status but also conversational topic 
is managed. Lauren’s comments reveal that, in its deployment to occasion a subor­
dinate interchange, the phone provides for the possibility o f a topic-in-parallel (lines 
9-12). Apparently, the mobile phone can be used in a similar way to the discursive 
devices described by Blackman, in his example above. Like overt banter and laughter, 
phone talk warrants the management and organisation o f a topic in talk that is subordi­
nate to the primary interchange.
As well as revealing the phone’s contribution to the subordinate interchange, 
Lauren also touches upon the phone’s role in concealed talk. By using “shield it” and
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“cover it with your hands” to describe the way the phone can be held during a conver­
sation, she works up a sense o f covertly managed information sharing. This is what 
initially points to the phone’s role in concealing information in subordinate interac­
tions. The real work o f invoking the talk of concealment is accomplished by Alice 
however. Alice chooses to describe, through a short narrative account (lines 21-35), 
how the phone can be used to conceal the topic of a subordinate interaction and con­
sequently position particular members o f a conversation as ‘outsiders’ . She recounts 
how a phone’s display can be used to share information between two friends whilst 
excluding a third person that is present. She describes this use o f the phone as a com­
mon means to achieve a covert interchange— a play that is made possible because of 
the nature of the device. Like a piece o f paper passed in class (line 33), the phone is an 
acceptable means to share private information because it is necessarily exclusive; its 
size simply does not allow numerous people to view it at once.
Alice’s second turn suggests that there is more to this concealed form of in­
formation sharing, however (lines 39-49). Alice makes a crucial distinction between 
paper and mobile phones that has important implications for how they contribute to 
the accomplishment o f subordinate talk. She reveals the ‘assumed’, morally implica­
tive character o f the two artefacts is constituted quite differently; whereas the writ­
ten-on piece of paper is seen to immediately infer some secretive and possibly under­
handed exchange, the sharing o f the phone is understood to be far more benign. This 
reveals the taken-for-granted status o f each artefact. The exchange o f a paper note in 
class, for whatever reason, has come to infer some activity with ‘sinister’ intentions, 
while the use of the phone, as Alice explains, is potentially seen as innocuous because 
the underlying motivations of the interaction’s participants are ambiguous. It seems 
that because the phone is commonly used for the sharing o f text messages with physi­
cally adjacent people, there is no good reason to assume it is being used to conceal 
anything.
These taken-for-granted assumptions, Alice points out, are what make the phone 
such a good tool for concealment. Unlike the piece o f paper that must be concealed 
in a conspicuous manner, the phone’s design— its size and limited viewing angle— is 
seen to necessitate exclusivity and thus a subordinate interchange is not questioned. 
Broadly speaking, the phone, as an artefact or object that is routinely available in eve­
ryday talk, comes to afford particular forms o f interaction that are plainly seen and un­
derstood by anyone. The interactions go unquestioned because they are thought to be a
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‘natural’ result o f the object; to question them would be to question that commonsense 
that is available to anyone. As Smith writes o f material objects in general:
The object itself, the cultural object so defined and constituted, may thus also be 
understood as yielding sets of instructions for how to act towards it, how it may 
be inserted into human programmes of action. And as with occasions and situa­
tions a failure to act within the temis provided by these instructions displays the 
actor as failing to recognise the object as it is for anyone else. (Smith, 1963, p.
46)
In sum, Lauren and Alice remind us that the phone, as a tangible artefact, is a 
resource that can be brought to bear in managing topic and participation status. Alice 
goes further, revealing that by providing a legitimate reason for a subordinate inter­
change, the phone can also be used to conceal shared information between particular 
members of a conversation. As in Blackman’s example earlier, this covert interchange 
can be designed as an affront to the others present (and possibly to derail the topic-in- 
progress). In a manner o f speaking, the phone might be seen as making available what 
could be termed the subversive act: it ‘affords’ the opportunity for subversion.
Classroom Talk
In support o f the points I have made thus far, I now wish to turn to one further 
example from the interview transcripts. Although the participants in this excerpt refer 
to concealed interactions in the classroom, as opposed to ordinary conversational 
talk, the described use o f the phone illustrates the role the phone can take in a subor­
dinate interchange that subverts the ongoing accomplishment o f the primary topic- 
in-progress. Indeed, because classroom teaching is in the business o f imposing an 
explicit order and structure to talk (Freebody & Herschell, 2000; Macbeth, 2001), the 
concealed-subordinate interchanges are made all the more salient in the phone-medi­
ated activities that are described.
(4 . In t e r v ie w - s im pl if ie d : In  e m p t y  c l a s s r o o m )
1 Susie: i f  they’re doing it in lesson they tend to do it with one hand(.) so
2 looks like you’re °just goin like that:0- you know- chick chick chick
3 ((mimics using phone under table)) And i f  you can do it without
4 looking at your phone- huh-huh ((laughs))=
5 Alex: =but some people can do it
6 Paul: —> Susie’s a pro at this cos she sits in law like this ((mimics texting with
7 legs up 011 desk))
8 Susie: hehuh (hhh) just cos you do it huh-huh-huh
9 Alex: So you can just nod your head and everything and still- ((mimics
10 using phone))
11 Susie: Ye:ah::\
12 Alex: Are there people who can text message without/) looking?
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13 Susie: 111111 (.) ((in agreement))
14 Paul: Not as much, cos my spelling’s aw: fill and I need predictive text
15 messaging. That’s pretty bad (.)
16 Susie: That was veiy funny. We spent the end o f a- a law lesson texting
17 each other.
18 Paul: —> cos we were bored (and there was time to go)
19 Susie: I sit here and he sits like right the:re.
20 Alex: So you sit right next to each other and sending each other text mes­
21 sages
22 Susie: —> I was like Paul I ’m BOR:ED::! huh-huh! (.)
23 Paul: And Susie sits right in front o f the teacher as well and he never no­
24 tices
25 Lauren: Is this (teacher’s name)?
26 Susie: I might as well just-1 might as well just turn around and have a chat
27 with you and he wouldn’t-
28 Paul: Yeah
29 Alex: So ho\v are you- how are you doing it? Are you still under the table
30 or something-
31 Susie: N:o: I jus- Cos I-1 te- tend to sit with my(.) sort o f feet up anyway(.)
32 and I will sit and write cos- ((puts legs against table)) Dim know
33 why I do. So I can just hide my phone there anyway and jus-(.) hide
34 it behind my legs.
Susie begins this excerpt by describing how, when composing a text message 
in class, engagement displays can be managed using posture and gaze. She demon­
strates that the phone can be easily concealed and attention to the class can be feigned 
through displays o f engagement. Paul’s subsequent turn: “Susie’s a pro at this” (during 
which he mimics one-handed messaging), implies there is some status associated with 
‘ faking’ class participation while texting (lines 6-7). He goes so far as to emphasise 
Susie’s skilled use o f posture to achieve the display of ‘civil’ attention. This compli­
ment, o f sorts, is reciprocated in Susie’s following turn (line 8). She replies directly to 
Paul: “Just cos you do it”, inferring that Paul is equally accomplished at such acts of 
engagement. This two-part fragment, in which the two bestow praise upon each other, 
provides what might be seen as an indication o f the value that is placed upon covert 
phone use in the classroom.
In the remaining turns in this first sequence (lines 9-15), I seek to clarify these 
points further. What the sequence reveals, overall, is that concealed interactions with 
the phone are in some way revered. This reverence, so it would seem, is made all the 
more significant when subordinate interactions are positioned against some institu­
tionalised system o f order. In essence, the covert interchange is valued because it is 
seen as just that— concealed and subordinate to a formally ordered state o f affairs. The 
phone, paradoxically, provides an orderly way to demonstrate disorder or to coun­
termine what Paul and Susie know, perfectly well, to be routine classroom conduct.6
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Through their talk, the two interviewees thus set about the business o f invoking the 
orderly arrangement o f law class and describing how they are able to successfully ac­
complish the valued work o f subverting this orderliness through covert classroom talk. 
They explain that this subversion, so to speak, is achieved through the skilled manage­
ment of engagement displays, and thus participation status, and concealed parallel- 
topic talk. The phone-mediated interaction is thus positioned as a valued symbol o f 
opposition to the progress o f the setting at hand, but importantly, only to those partici­
pants who are part o f the subordinate interchange.
In the second and last sequence o f turns in this exceipt (lines 16-34), Susie first 
begins to produce a narrative account o f a recent incident in a law lesson where she 
and Paul have exchanged text messages. Paul chooses to collaborate with Lauren, but 
rather than participate in her story-telling, he elects to present a more general descrip­
tion of texting in law class. Paul and Susie begin by describing the boredom that is in­
curred by sitting in a law lesson. The issuing o f the term “bored”, by both interviewees 
(lines 18 and 22), serves two purposes. First, it provides a legitimate reason for their 
subordinate exchange of messages. Second, it can be heard as the document of a par­
ticular orderly state o f affairs in the classroom that is commonly known about and ad­
equately understood for all practical purposes— i.e., that “body o f factual knowledge 
of social structures [that] is assembled is common sense situations” (Garfinkel, 1967. 
p. 77). Boredom in the classroom is, either rightly or wrongly, assumed to consist of 
the orderly business of one-person-speaking-at-a-time talk, properly managed by the 
teacher— setting into place a formally organised system o f turn-taking, structure and 
hierarchy (Macbeth, 2001). It is this orderly and structured situation that is presented 
as a state o f affairs that warrants the concealed exchange o f messages.
After a question from me, Paul goes on to describe how Susie is able to text 
in front of the teacher without being noticed (lines 23-24). In describing this, Paul 
presents it as an achievement worthy o f recognition. Susie’s response is to exaggerate 
the possibility for concealed parallel-topic talk in class by suggesting she could very 
well have turned and spoken to Paul without notice from the teacher (lines 26-27).
This statement might be seen to achieve two things. First, it accepts Paul’s ‘compli­
ment’ but positions message exchange as something that can be easily accomplished 
in class (particularly law class). Second, it dismisses the law teacher as inattentive 
and possibly deserving of such antics. Whatever the case, both Paul and Susie’s turns
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confirm that the subordinate interchange is set against the orderly conduct expected in 
class and performed in stark opposition to it.
In Susie’s final turn in the excerpt, she again describes the posture that she 
adopts when composing a message in class. This description, itself, reveals further de­
fiance against the established classroom order. Not only does Susie reject the sugges­
tion that she must hide the phone under the desk in order to text in a discrete fashion. 
She also claims to adopt a posture that displays further contempt for classroom eti­
quette. To compose a text, she shows us that she sits with her legs up against the table 
while slouching in her chair. Although the formality o f classroom behaviour has long 
since gone in many schools, there is little doubt that this posture still invokes a sense 
o f defiance. It might be said that Susie has chosen to display engagement in class but 
in her own terms rather than those that are deemed suitable.
We must, o f course, accept Susie’s word if  we are to take her description as a 
reasonable indication o f actual practice. To my mind, what is more important than 
determining whether Susie’s depiction is accurate, however, is the recognition of the 
role her methods of account play in the interview. By presenting her behaviour in such 
a way, I suggest that Susie is engaging, at least in part, in the business o f establishing 
her credentials as a skilled phone-user (one o f a particular type). For all intents and 
purposes, she participates in that reflexive work of rendering her phone-mediated ac­
tions the actions of one “who knows” .7 Throughout the excerpt, Susie, with help from 
Paul, demonstrates that she is able to use the phone whilst organising and managing 
participation status and parallel-topic-talk. Indeed, she shows that she makes use o f 
the phone to successfully accomplish both; she demonstrates that her participation in 
the concealed ‘texting’ is undetectable to the law teacher and that she is capable of 
conversing with Paul whilst displaying engagement in the class. By presenting herself 
in such a way in the interview, Susie reveals that the phone can be legitimately em­
ployed in the skilled management and organisation of participation status and topical 
talk, and, in particular, provides a means to achieve talk that subverts the progress of 
classroom talk.
Subversion
M o vin g  on, I would like to attend, more closely, to those, what I would term, 
localised acts of subversion that are arguably present in the data. Although I cannot 
claim that acts o f subversion are explicitly referred to in the source material, I believe
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I have provided sufficient grounds to contemplate how such a term might explain what 
has been discussed thus far.
By and large, the literature that attends to teenagers’ subversive activities tends 
to be concerned with large-scale social movements. Subversion has been understood 
in terms o f teenagers’ expressions o f resistance to ‘popular’ culture— invoking and 
aligning themselves with counter- or sub-cultures through cultural objects such as 
music (e.g., Redhead, Wynne, & O’Connor, 1997; Thornton, 1995) and dress (e.g., 
Hebdige, 1998), or drugs (e.g., Willis, 1976). Such theorising speaks o f ‘themes o f re­
sistance’ or ‘alternative narratives’ , politicising the daily lives o f teenagers and provid­
ing the backdrop for critical investigations into class, wage, locality, gender, age, etc. 
(Cohen, 1987; Widdicombe & Wooffitt, 1995).
The products of these works are, without doubt, important commentaries. 
However, their end result is to position those locally accomplished, routine activi­
ties that teenagers participate in as political events contributing to and arising from 
rarefied, anti-egalitarian visions o f modernity: it is to understand everyday activity in 
terms o f such totalising ideas as cultural hegemony (Hebdige, 1998) and the altogether 
disparaging spectre o f the New World Order Inc. (Haraway, 1997)— subjecting them 
to and incorporating them into the grand narratives of contemporary society. Such 
commentaries are what Button (2000) has referred to as secondary accounts o f the 
lived phenomena of society.
The data I have presented might be seen to reveal subversive behaviour in quite 
a different light. In reviewing the data, I am inclined to interpret the transcript and 
field note excerpts as examples o f the methods teenagers can employ to countermine 
the recognized order of an occasion. That is, I see that one way in which teenagers 
make their actions accountable is to situate them in opposition to occasioned practices 
and as concealed from specific members who participate in the orderly accomplish­
ment o f these practices. To my mind, this means o f making sense o f patterns of be­
haviour can be seen to invoke a form of subversion: one that is situated, constituted, 
understood, and made sense o f as part of the ongoing accomplishment o f local talk. 
Unlike the discourses discussed above, where subversion is seen as a mass movement 
positioned against some hegemonic force, this view depicts the subversive act as a 
concealed, locally assembled and produced resistance against an established set o f so­
cial structures or ‘rules’ appropriate to a particular occasion.
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The exceipts that I have quoted indicate that there are two discursive devices, in 
particular, used to manage these local acts o f subversion. I have suggested, one, that 
the management o f topic— topic-termination, -change, -in-parallel and such like— of­
fers a means to engage in talk that is subordinate to a group’s talk in progress. Second, 
I have made clear that through managing participation status, subordinate talk can be 
organised to exclude particular members o f an ongoing conversation. What I have 
only so far made reference to, but that I now wish to emphasise, is that these discur­
sive devices, used together, make available a means to subvert group talk; by engaging 
in subordinate topical talk that is plainly exclusive, concealed plays can be made to 
threaten what is commonly known to be the orderly conduct o f an occasion.
Further, I wish to make the point that the use o f the mobile phone and its ma­
terial features provide teenagers with a means to participate in those forms o f talk 
that subvert the locally constituted rules and norms that order conversation. The role 
material objects, or artefacts, have in managing talk has been discussed elsewhere 
in the literature. There have been, for example, a number of studies investigating the 
relationship between conversation and technology (e.g., Button & Sharrock, 2000; 
Luff, Gilbert, & Frohlich, 1990) and, more specifically, the role that both fixed-line 
and mobile phones have in conversation (e.g., Hutchby, 2001; Weilenmann, 2001; 
Weilenmann & Larsson, 2001).
I wish to extend these commentaries, by demonstrating how the interactional 
work of subverting local talk is commonly achieved by way of technology— specifi­
cally the mobile phone. The phone, because o f what it is, how it is used, and how it 
has come to be understood, makes available a means by which teenagers can change 
the topic o f talk, conceal subordinate talk from particular members o f a conversation 
and use talk to challenge the ordered progress o f an ongoing conversation. Indeed, I 
would go so far as to suggest that such acts o f subversion are routinely provided for 
by way of the phone’s taken for granted presence in talk between teenagers. In short, 
the phone is not used indiscriminately in talk, but rather provides particular means for 
‘ doing subversion’ . Sacks writes o f subversion and the use o f such means or ‘devices’ .
One sense, then, o f  the phenomenon o f  ‘ subversion’ is that where some set o f  ac­
tivities are done by way o f  a set o f  devices which discriminate only in particular 
and restricted ways [in the phone’s case by way o f  its material design and social­
ly constitution], one can fit one’s own activities, motivated for whatever reason, 
to those restrictions, and thereby provide for getting things done. (Sacks, 1989, p.
230)
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It must be recognised, then, that the use o f the phone to subvert ordered talk is 
an orderly accomplishment in itself. The phone-mediated acts o f subversion reflexive- 
ly order the routine happenings that teenagers engage in and come to constitute taken- 
for-granted and readily accepted methods of accountable and legitimate behaviour.
As I have shown, the phone is operated, talked about and handled in ways that have, 
over time, come to offer legitimate methods to manage participation status and topic. 
Similarly, subversion is a demonstrable achievement that must be equally ordered; 
subordinate messaging, for instance, must be made recognisable as just that i f  it is to 
be visibly shown to challenge the established order in the classroom. Talk, then, is 
subverted in ways that are themselves instructably observable and ordered. Quite spe­
cifically, teenagers use their phones in wholly observable, familiar and routine ways to 
subvert ‘occasioned’ talk.
The Features of the Mobile Phone Used in Subversion
In recognising that phone-m ediated subversion is, itself, a routine and ordered 
accom plishm ent, I now  want to consider what features o f  the phone are used to m an­
age topic and status, and in turn localised form s o f  subversion. Through the data, I 
have already pointed out several features o f  the phone that are used in such a way.
For example, I have demonstrated that the ubiquity, 01* general prevalence, o f the 
mobile phone amongst teenagers allows it to be used as a discursive resource to man­
age concealed, parallel-topic-talk. I have also revealed that the phone’s very physical 
presence— its materiality—-is a feature that allows teenagers to participate in con­
cealed and subordinate conversations. The topical— or newsworthy— subject matter 
that phones give rise to has also been alluded to as a feature that makes for warranted 
subordinate talk, that can, if  needs be, subversive in nature. In this section, I will take 
a closer look at the materiality o f the phone and its use and contemplate how they are 
used to manage and organise local forms o f talk.
The materiality o f the mobile phone
As I have already made clear, the phone’s physical presence in everyday talk 
enables it to provide a means to manage and organise topic and participant status. Its 
ubiquitous presence, amongst teenagers in particular, has allowed it to become not 
only a commonplace subject of talk, but also a routine and legitimate means to me­
diate conversational work. The phone, in some situations, becomes an extension of
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those non-verbal, conversational resources we use, such as gaze, gestures and posture. 
Lauren and Susie capture this in their explanation o f why mobile phones are ever­
present in talk:
(5. In t e r v ie w - s im pl if ie d : In  e m p t y  c l a s s r o o m )
1 Lauren: It’s just kinda to hold: your phone. To like: be protective o f your
2 pho:ne:. Make sure you don’t put it down and lose: it- or- just like:
3 have it. An °it’s kind o f to show it o ff as well- i f  you got- i f  you’ve
4 got a nice one or even i f  you don’t just ta°=
5 Susie: =/ think i’s just become s:o excepted that people have mobile
6 phones now (.) tha-it’s become like an extension: of the human
7 body::. And it’s just like (.) part o f you isn’t it? You just like have it-
The consequence o f the phone’s pervasiveness has resulted in it becoming an 
inconspicuous resource in teenagers’ day-to-day encounters. For teenagers, at least, 
talk about the mobile phone, or ‘with’ it, is seen to fall into that taken-for-granted, 
conventional system of practices that make up, produce and manage ordinary talk. Put 
simply, the ubiquity o f the phone means that it is there to be talked with or about.
The question to be asked, then, is what are those properties or features of the 
phone that have enabled it to become so common in conversational interactions? To 
some extent, this question can be answered quite simply. It is the phone’s size, shape, 
aesthetic, portability and all those features that make it perceptively mobile to begin 
with that provide it with the capacity to be at-hand in talk, whether that be in the 
school canteen, the shopping mall or in class.
Although seemingly simple, I would argue that this response provokes a sub­
tler understanding of the phone’s physical presence as an acceptable resource in talk.
It suggests that not only does the phone’s ubiquity contribute to its use in conversa­
tion but, so too, does its design as a device that is specifically meant to be handled. 
Watching teenagers engaged in talk provides evidence for this assertion. In my ob­
servations, I saw teenagers routinely holding their phones during their interactions, 
not using them for anything in particular, but rather stroking, caressing, moving and 
positioning them whilst talking. It would seem that the phone’s material presence pen­
etrates talk because it has been designed in weight, size, shape, etc., to be held. Lauren 
and Jackie attempt to explain the reasoning behind this ‘use’ o f the phone:
(6 . In t e r v ie w - s im pl if ie d : l o c a l  sh o pp in g  m a l l )
1 Alex: So what is that about? D ’you think that sort of- I mean not that spe-
2 cific instance but that sort o f situation o f...
3 Jackie: It kind o f takes your mind::=
4 Lauren: —> =Weh it’s like- it’s like smoking (.)You // know when you get a nerv-
5 ous twitch=
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6 Jackie: // Ya doin something with your han:ds::
7 Lauren: =and ye like need ta smoke or woteva and you’re want to give up-
8 like not that I ’d know (.) but hhhhum::=
9 Jackie: —> =or:: i f  you’re Zapping your fingers like this- it’s like doing some-
10 think with your hands:: (.)
11 Lauren: It’s:: a:h-whole (.) psychological (.) nervous thing ((both laugh))
12 Alex: But- also, are you detracting:: us from- to some other topic?
13 Lauren: huh-huh-huh-huh-1 (hhh) do-hhh-n’t kn-hh-ow.
14 Alex: huh-huh-hh. Well::\ What d’yathink? (hhh)
15 Lauren: Umm:: (.) Yeah- Well- I ’d rather not talk about it=
16 Alex: -that’s wot I mean. So you go
17 Lauren: if- if- yeah- So I like change the subject by doing something else=
18 Alex: =and why- why the phone::? Wlia’d you think it is about the phone=
19 Lauren: —> —cos it was there, uhuh-khuh.
20 Alex: Right (.) So having something out like that allows you to refocus
21 Lauren: Yeah! And I ’m not goina stick out(.) my(.) wallet(.) or something-
22 that sounded awful, huh-huh-hhh
Although I do much, as the interviewer, to direct the subject matter o f this turn 
sequence, Jackie and Lauren raise some interesting points about the phone’s material 
presence that are not just to do with topic management. By drawing on smoking as an 
analogy (lines 4-5), Lauren evokes what might be thought o f as the habitual nature of 
phone use; like a nervous twitch, the phone is simply used without thought. As Lauren 
says later, its used simply “cos it is there” (line 19). Jackie’s own analogy furthers the 
sense o f the phone having a taken-for-granted status and being an extension of the 
body (lines 9-10). The phone’s material presence and its apparently seamless fit with 
the body make it as commonplace and acceptable as tapping your fingers or doing 
something with your hands. Unlike a wallet, as Lauren suggests in the last turn of the 
sequence, the phone is ripe to use because it is present and it does not have to be con­
spicuously ‘stuck out’ .
Thus, it is the phone’s presence as a device that can be easily handled that allows 
it to play an unremarkable part in talk. Somewhat paradoxically, such thoughts force 
us to reconsider the heralded achievements in miniaturisation and ‘ invisible’ comput­
ing made by those in the mobile phone industry and technology research more gener­
ally (e.g., Denning, 2002). The importance o f the materiality of the phone and those 
specific features that contribute to its at-handidness, suggest that reducing the phone’s 
visible presence is likely to alter the way that it is commonly understood in everyday 
talk. By making it perceptively small or, in extreme cases, embedding the technology 
in the body, the phone looses what has been recognised and accepted as its capacity to 
mediate talk through its material presence.
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Practical use
In organising and managing talk through the mobile phone, it is evident that 
teenagers utilise the phone’s physical features in quite practical ways. For example, as 
Alice and Lauren made clear in exceipt 3, the use of the phone in shared readings of 
text messages provides an ambiguous scene that can be used to warrant subordinate 
talk. In essence, because a feature o f the phone is that it must be used in close quarters 
when shared, it offers both a practical and plausible reason to display engagement in 
subordinate talk— subordinate talk that could well be subversive.
A  key point to be made here is that a mobile phone’s features do not specifically 
support subversive interchanges. Rather they allow for ‘ intimate’ uses o f the phone 
that are, under certain conditions, available as resources to participate in the ‘doing’ of 
subversion. Acknowledging this, it should be evident that subversion is not performed 
as a result o f a technology, but is mediated by it— often in ways that are not altogether 
intentional— in the practical business o f ordinary talk. In short, local acts of subver­
sion should not be seen as an automatic result of a technology but rather as one pos­
sible consequence o f its use.
This emphasis on use indicates that it is not just the phone’s features that should 
be attended to when considering the mobile phone’s role in talk, but also the practical 
ways in which it gets used. In attending to the field study data, it is apparent that the 
existing methods used by teenagers to conceal information exchanged via the phone 
are, by and large, commonsensical and taken for granted in teenagers’ everyday talk. 
For example, the use of gestures, posture, gaze and the like can all work seamlessly 
with talk to conceal or avert attention from a subordinate, phone-mediated inter­
change. Covering the phone’s screen with the hand or tilting the display so that it can­
not be seen can also operate to conceal the subject matter o f an exchange. As I have 
noted, it is the taken-for-granted means by which such work is managed that allows 
the phone to be such a successful resource in local acts o f subversion.
Let me draw on one last example for the field study data to support this. The 
example does not refer to subversion, specifically, but does indicate how the practi­
cal use o f the phone could contribute to a concealed and subordinate act. During my 
observations in the school canteen, I saw, on a number o f occasions, students with 
their phones placed on tables in front o f them. In what seemed an intentional way, the 
phones were positioned on their sides so that the screens were facing them. According
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to the students who participated in the group interviews, this placement o f the phone 
had a practical purpose: it provided a visual indication (through the illumination of 
the screen) o f incoming calls and messages in the noisy canteen. However, a further 
explanation was also given. As Dominic (a friend o f one of the participants) revealed: 
“ .. .only you can see it i f  it’s like that [with the screen facing you]. I f  you have it fac­
ing that way [laid flat on the table] and suddenly your screen lights up everyone’s like 
‘you got a message!’ .”
Through this example, we see that the practical use o f the phone provides meth­
ods for concealing the exchange o f information. At one and the same time, the phone 
can be part o f something ordinary and unremarkable but also provide for the partici­
pation in something concealed and possibly subordinate to the others who might be 
present. In short, the practical use o f the phone allows subject matter to be concealed 
in those routine moves that are performed in ordinary talk— and thus, for all practical 
purposes, it serves to display nothing-out-of-the-ordinary— but, in doing so, it pro­
vides for the possibility o f subversive talk.
Conclusions
In summary, the research I have presented in this chapter has aimed to show 
that teenagers use their mobile phones to assemble and organise the topic o f talk and 
participation status in local group settings. It has further revealed that, in accomplish­
ing these conversational achievements, the phone provides teenagers with a means to 
subvert the ongoing progress of group-wide conversations. Such a form of subversion 
is accomplished through subordinate interactions that exclude particular members of 
the local conversational group and allow for the participation in topic-in-parallel talk. 
Thus, I have sought to demonstrate how the locally subversive act is coordinated and 
managed by teenagers through the orderly use o f the phone as a material object.
More broadly, the aim o f this chapter has been to reveal how the mobile phone 
can be used by teenagers in the practical accomplishment of ordinary and routine 
forms o f talk. My purpose, then, has been to demonstrate that the detailed analysis 
o f local talk can be used, in a practical way, to understand the use o f technology. 
However, I make no claim that the analysis presented is intended to necessarily cap­
ture phone use amongst teenagers in its entirety. I also recognise that the few examples 
provided only offer a mere suggestion o f the many and diverse ways the mobile phone 
might be used to manage and organise talk. As such, I believe that further analysis at
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this leve l cou ld bring about numerous and various alternative readings o f  the source
data.
(Footnotes)
1 I have chosen to use what is known as the Jefferson transcription system in this chapter 
as it is able to express the form talk takes (including, turn sequences, moments o f  silence, 
interruptions, etc.). The form o f  talk was seen as appropriate in this chapter because it al­
lowed the phone’s role in managing and organising talk to be revealed. See Appendix A  for 
an explanation o f  the transcription system.
2 The term class is used by Sack’s in his lectures on conversation (e.g., Sacks, 2000c). Sacks 
suggested that specific occasions merited the use o f  particular words or terms. In any one 
instance, these words or terms could be seen to be equivalent and belong to what he called 
the same class.
3 Cicourel (1972) has written an informative piece describing the problems o f  status and/or 
role assignment in a situation. He directs our attention to those multifarious and occasioned 
practices that are needed to negotiate status and role. Most importantly for this work, he 
suggests that the work o f  status and role assignment is an inferential business dependent on 
taken for granted rules and typifications that are constituted in an occasion.
4 Goodwin has written a great deal about the sorts o f  non-vocal performative work that can 
be used to demonstrate engagement, e.g., Goodwin (1981; 1994). He has, for instance, de­
scribed how gaze is used to display speaker and hearer status in conversation. He has also 
written o f  the non-vocal work that must be accomplished for unilateral departures from 
conversation to be achieved (Goodwin, 1987). A s we shall see, these resources are drawn 
upon in phone use amongst teenagers.
5 Throughout the fieldwork, it was common to find teenagers using their phones single-hand­
edly whilst adopting particular postures. I began to see particular postures and gestures in 
performative terms, serving to demonstrate the degree o f  engagement or disengagement 
with the phone. For example, I read single-handed use with a lent back posture as a sign o f  
openness and willingness to be disrupted. A t the other extreme, two-handed use, with the 
person hunched over the phone, signalled a high-level o f  engagement with the phone and a 
visible disengagement with the situation at large.
6 Disorder, as an ordered phenomenon, is briefly described by Livingston (1987). Livingston 
emphasises the point that the orderliness o f  an occasion is produced and managed by its 
participants and that disorder must observably threaten this produced and managed order.
7 In his book, Studies in Ethnomethodology, Garfinkel (1967) uses the term reflexivity in a 
way that is quite particular. The term is used to refer to those taken-for-granted, practical 
actions or “ uninteresting”  reports that people commonly produce, accomplish and recog­
nise to make observable their participation in and production o f  routine and ordered occa­
sions.
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In this and the following chapter, the theoretical building blocks for depicting an 
activity system from interpreted qualitative data and informing technological design 
will be applied to the analyses I presented in Chapters 7 and 8. Chapter 10 will attend 
to my analysis of teenagers’ phone-mediated conversations and the assertions I have 
made about the role the mobile phone has in local forms of subversive talk. In this 
chapter, I will be concerned with what I described in Chapter 7 as the social processes 
of reciprocity that teenagers enact in using the mobile phone.
Specifically, in this chapter, teenagers’ phone-mediated forms o f social reciproc­
ity will be systematically modelled in terms o f the activity theory framework I de­
scribed earlier. The modelled activity will then be used to offer up several design sug­
gestions. To undertake both the modelling o f the interpreted data and its use to inform 
design, I will follow the three broadly defined stages presented in Chapter 5. To begin, 
I will take an ethnomethodologically oriented view of phone-mediated forms of so­
cial reciprocity to build a system of practices, or an activity system, that is constituted 
through practical actions and operations. I will go onto show how, through the activity 
theoiy framework, the development of various forms of social reciprocity can be seen 
to be closely tied to the design and practical use o f the mobile phone. Through an un­
derstanding of the cycles o f development in the activity and the phone’s role in them,
I will finally introduce several design possibilities that appear to overcome identified 
contradictions and breakdowns in the phone-mediated processes that teenagers enact.
Modelling gift-giving
My primary aim in this section is to demonstrate that the activity theory frame­
work provides a systematic means to frame naturalistic descriptions for the purposes 
of informing design. I have chosen to limit the scope o f the section by concerning my­
self with particular uses o f the mobile phone; I pay heed to the use o f the phone’s text 
messaging features and to the forms o f message exchange that are done between teen­
agers. Specifically, my focus is on how teenagers’ use o f the phone’s text messaging 
features can be seen to give rise to a wider system of activity that is mediated by the 
social structures o f reciprocity and achieved, generally, through the practices of ex­
change. By limiting my coverage o f teenagers’ phone use, I recognise that the result-
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ing system of activity cannot be considered to be complete. Rather than seeking to 
produce a comprehensive representation o f teenagers’ phone-mediated actions and 
activities, however, my intention here is to reveal the ordered process o f interpretation 
and reflection that AT allows for, and to show a ‘proof o f principle’ for the use o f AT 
in design.
As a brief reminder, this modelling exercise relies on the six key points I de­
scribed in detail in Chapter 5. The points are operationalised in a bottom-up fashion so 
as to work from the low-level observable operations and actions to the more abstract 
social practices o f the community. Each o f the points are instantiated through progres­
sive steps with the ultimate aim o f depicting text messaging in terms o f the activity 
theory framework. The steps are briefly described as follows:
1. The operations and actions associated w ith text m essaging are m odelled in terms 
o f  the basic elements o f  the subject-artefact-object triangle (F ig . 5 .1 a )— depict­
ing, in particular, the role o f  the phone as a m ediating tool or artefact.
2. The element of community is incorporated to account for the social groupings 
in which text messaging occurs and the social rules and roles that operate within 
and between such groupings.
3. The reflexive nature o f situated action is brought into play by examining how 
particular phone-mediated actions, along with social rules and roles, become the 
taken for granted methods for how it is to ‘do’ text messaging.
4. The modelling accounts for the wider systems of practice by considering how 
the taken for granted methods performed by texters come to invoke existing and 
ordered social practices, namely the practices o f social exchange.
5. Reflexivity is turned to again, this time at the more abstract level, and attention 
is given to the ways in which actions are recast vis-a-vis the invoked practices of 
exchange.
6. The activity system is represented as a whole, depicting the interrelationships 
between the elements at the levels o f operation, action and activity and 
expressing the reflexive pattern o f development and expansion.
The remainder of this section will describe each o f these points in detail.
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Tools and operations
From the analysis I presented in Chapter 1, it should be evident that the mobile 
phone and its various features constrain the ways in which teenagers participate in 
text messaging. That is, the phone’s material characteristics— both physical and inter­
active— limit the ways in which messaging gets ‘done’ . Such constraints are plainly 
observable in the phone. Focusing on message composition, for example, it is appar­
ent that first and foremost messaging relies on what might be thought o f as a tech­
nologically impoverished form o f communication, namely text, that constrains what 
form messages can take. Moreover, the limitations of the short-text-messaging service 
(SMS) over GSM constrains what can be said in a message by limiting its length to 
160 characters. The phone’s physical limitations also surface in the lower-level op­
erations that are performed. The keypad and keys, as well as the size and form of the 
display, shape how both text and commands are entered. The keypad’s size means that 
individual keys must serve multiple functions and the small display constrains how 
information, such as listed commands, can be displayed.
In terms o f the activity theory framework, the phone, with its physical and inter­
active constraints, can thus be seen to mediate how teenagers are able to achieve the 
low-level operations that are performed to deliver, receive and reply to text messages. 
For instance, the delivery of a message requires that it must first be composed using 
the phone’s text entry system. The send command must then be activated through the 
handset’s operating system. The sender also has the option, through additional com­
mands, to set-up delivery notification, which reports a message as pending until it has 
been received. These operations may be further decomposed. In the case o f message 
delivery, for example, each operation requires direct interaction with the phone’s key­
pad and visual feedback from the display.
Using Engestrom’s (1987) triangular notation, the operations associated with the 
delivery, receipt and reply o f messages are presented below (Figs. 9.1a, b & c).
It is worth noting that all social elements are absent in the presented operations. 
Although teenagers may pass their handsets around during composition and may send 
their messages between groups, the phone’s physical characteristics mean that low- 
level operations must be performed by individuals. Thus, they are depicted using the 
subject-tool-object triad only. Recognising the absence of the community or collec­
tive at this level eliminates the mediation of any social rules or the division o f labour.
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There are, o f course, rules that constrain the operations, but these, as we have seen, are 
embodied in the phone’s physical and functional constraints.
handset
handset OS user interface handset
text entry system SMS OS user interface
Delivery
t 
a
author msg COMPOSE sender msg SEND sender k  report SETUP
NOTIFY
keypad, display keypad, display
phone user ^  text -»- ENTER phone user Z—  ^OS ->- NAVIGATE
/COMMAND
F ig u re  9.1a. The compose, send  and setup notification operations.
(Setup operation is dimmed because it is not required). Subordinate to these are the enter 
text operation, perfonned to compose messages, and the navigate/command operation, re­
quired to send messages and setup notifications.
Reciept
handset handset handset
automated automated automated
recipient msg RECEIVE recipient  ^ msg SAVE recipient  ^ r e p o r t R E P O R T
DELIVERY
F ig u re  9.1b. The receive, save and report deliveiy  operations.
(Report deliveiy operation is dimmed because it only occurs when the report notification is 
setup by the sender). Operations are handled automatically by the handset and thus require 
110 subordinate operations.
Reply
handset
handset handset OS user interface
OS user interface text entry system SMS
recipient msg •>* READ author msg ->“ COMPOSE recipient text SEND
keypad, display keypad, display keypad, display
phone user text SCROLL phone user text ENTER phone user OS ->■ NAVIGATE
/COMMAND
F ig u re  9.1c. The read, compose and send operations.
Subordinate to these are the scroll, enter and navigate/command operations, perfonned to 
achieve their corresponding, super-ordinate operations.
Also noteworthy is that, for experienced phone users, the above text messaging 
operations are primarily thought to be unconsciously performed. Teenagers, in particu­
lar, appear to have developed ways to accomplish the operations with the minimum 
of conscious effort. For example, they appear to operate the key-entry system intui­
tively when composing text messages. In some cases they have learnt to input text
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without the need for visual feedback— making the phone’s display redundant. They 
are also fluent in operating their phones and are able to navigate and set the system’s 
commands with little forethought. Notably, however, both the entry o f text and the 
operation of the phone are not always achieved with such ease. For instance, mistakes 
can arise in composing messages because the text entry system is simply too complex 
to allow for characters to be entered accurately all the time. Thus operations such as 
text entiy can move into the level of actions defined in the activity theory framework, 
where the phone or its particular functions become the primary object.
The artefact in action
As I explained in Chapter 5, an ethnomethodologically oriented view of situated 
action sees locally accomplished actions as a means to demonstrate the orderly con­
duct of an occasion and warrant the participation in such conduct. Further, these occa­
sioned means or methods for demonstrating orderly conduct are seen to be constituted 
in the doing and through practical actions— actions that can be mediated by material 
tools. Thus, tools and how they are operated can be thought of as providing the meth­
ods o f making action orderly and accountable. Seen in this light, the operations de­
picted above and, in particular, the properties o f the phone as a mediating tool can be 
thought to have a direct impact on how teenagers use text messaging to demonstrate 
social order and hold their actions to account. In short, the phone, by constraining the 
possible operations available, limits the methods teenagers can observably accomplish 
to make their actions demonstrably ordered and accountable.
Returning again, for illustrative purposes, to message composition, it is evident 
in the reported analysis that teenagers have adopted orderly ways to compose their 
messages that are a direct result o f the phone’s constraints and that these have come 
to make up the commonly accepted, sanctioned methods by which text messaging is 
practically accomplished. For example, because messages must be composed using 
text, within the 160-character limit, teenagers have come to adopt socially sanctioned 
means of crafting their words. These methods demonstrate their participation in rec­
ognisable and legitimate forms o f interaction. Thus, abbreviations such as ‘cuL8r’ or 
‘xLnt’ are used instead o f ‘see you later’ and ‘excellent’ to manage the cumbersome 
text entry system and, although their meaning can occasionally be ambiguous for the 
reader, they are generally accepted as legitimate and warranted forms o f content in 
messaging. Evidently, the properties of the phone and its features not only determine
how the goals of text messaging are accomplished (e.g., messages are composed), but 
also constitute the methods teenagers can draw upon to make their conduct both ob­
servable and accountable.
The capacity for ‘ labelling’ messages received and stored on phones, by as­
sociating phone numbers with people’s names or some other such label, also allows 
teenagers to demonstrate their participation in social order. The labels allow messages 
to be grouped, worked-with, shown-off, talked-up, deleted, etc. and in doing so serve 
as a means o f ordering the relationships between peoples. Teenagers distinguish be­
tween the labellings and talk about which labels and what sorts o f labels are valued. 
For example, they compare the generically labelled messages they receive via Internet 
messaging services to those that are ‘properly’ labelled. The messages sent via the 
Internet are described as difficult to identify unless they include the author’s name in 
the message itself. Teenagers talk of their dislike for these messages and describe how 
the sending o f Internet messages, characterised by their lack o f labelling, can be seen 
as unwarranted and an affront to social relationships.
Teenagers are also able to demonstrate their participation in orderly and coor­
dinated social interaction by using the simple mechanism of exchange provided for 
in text messaging. The ways in which both the phone and messaging system are de­
signed provide an ordered way for messages to be sent, received and responded to. 
Specifically, they serve to give rise to and manage an orderly system of turn-taking 
where the sender and recipient are obliged to meet sanctioned rules. For example, the 
delivery o f a message instigates the opening gambit to an exchange. It is a clear and 
distinctive move that, because of the operations instilled in the phone, ensures receipt 
and then calls for a response. These rules o f turn-taking have become tacitly agreed 
upon between teenagers so that they enter into those taken for granted methods, crys­
tallised in the phone, by which order is made observable and actions are held to ac­
count.
It is not only those operations mediated by the interactive features o f the phone 
that shape how actions are made both observable and accountable. So too do those op­
erations mediated by the phone’s physical design. Teenagers describe and can be seen 
to participate in conduct that is made demonstrable through the particular gestures and 
postures used to text message. That is, the phone and its design provide for ways in 
which messaging can be shown to get done and get done in quite meaningful and par­
ticular ways.
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For example, the common posture for text messaging, characterised by a slightly 
hunched position over the handset with the head dipped towards the display, is evi­
dently a result of the phone’s design— its small screen and keypad necessitating the fo­
cused engagement. Such posturing can be played on for performative value, however. 
Both one- or two-handed text-entry can be used to demonstrate either a willingness or 
reluctance for distraction respectively. Attending to the situated management of these 
practices illustrates how order is practically accomplished when composing messages. 
For instance, it is evident that teenagers demonstrate their participation in text mes­
sage composition quite differently when in the classroom as opposed to in situations 
such as the school canteen. In the classroom, messages may be composed under the 
table, for example, whilst feigning an attentive demeanour to the teacher. This reveals 
that teenagers have numerous options at their disposal for demonstrating their engage­
ment in messaging and yet frequently opt to choose from a limited repertoire o f ges­
tures and postures. In short, it reveals that there are recognised rules at work that guide 
how text messaging is visible.
In terms o f the activity theory framework, seeing text messaging in a social con­
text, providing the means to accomplish social order, adds the element o f community 
to the operations described earlier. The methods teenagers use to demonstrate their 
participation in practical actions can be seen as dependent on those operations made 
available by the mobile phone. The phone, through its interactive and material charac­
teristics, embodies the orderly ways in which teenagers demonstrate their actions and 
hold them to account for their peers. Thus, teenagers deliver, receive and reply to mes­
sages using sanctioned methods that are observably ordered. Such methods are shown 
to be ordered through context specific rules. Mediating the relationships subjects have 
with their peers, all three o f the messaging actions (delivery, receipt and reply) have 
rules regulating how texting is made observable through postures and gestures. Rules 
ordering received messages are based on the phone’s capacity to label messages. 
Composition, performed in message delivery and reply, is ordered through rules of 
syntax governing the use o f abbreviations etc. Social rules also order the relationship 
between the three actions, dictating when messages are delivered, received and replied 
to, and what form they take. The three actions are depicted graphically and described 
in further detail in Figures 9 .Id, e & f .
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F ig u r e  9.1d. The deliver action. handset,
The sender/author(s) operate the handset, text entry system 
and user interface and rely on SMS to deliver messages.
Messages can only be sent from a single handset and the 
handset’s design limits the number o f possible authors who 
can contribute to a message. Syntax, constrained by the text 
entiy system, is used to compose delivered messages. The 
handset’s design determines the possible postures and ges­
tures that can be made observable. The collective, or peer 
group, is divided into the sender/author(s) o f the message, 
the recipient(s) and any bystanders.
F ig u r e  9.1e. The receive action.
The handset receives delivered messages and the ring-tone 
signals their receipt. Both are performed automatically.
By operating the handset’s user interface, the recipient can 
view a delivered message’s label (e.g. a name or telephone 
number). The handset’s design determines the available pos­
tures and gestures. The handset must be always 011 to receive 
messages. The collective, or peer group, is divided into the 
recipient, sender and any bystanders.
F ig u r e  9 .1 f. The reply action.
Using the handset the reader(s) operate the user interface 
to view and read the delivered message. To author a reply 
the text entry system is used. The handset’s design limits 
the number o f possible readers and authors. To send the 
reply, over SMS, the user interface is used. Both reader(s) 
and author(s) use syntax constrained by text entry system.
The handset’s design determines the available postures and 
gestures for reading, authoring and sending. The peer group 
is divided into the reader(s) o f the delivered message, the 
author(s) o f the reply, the recipient(s) o f the reply and any 
bystanders.
Reflexivity
In ethnomethodology, the methods, rules and roles brought about through the 
practical achievement o f action are not seen as static structures, but as structures that 
are produced reflexively and, over time, come to be understood as the matter-of-fact, 
taken-for-granted details o f getting order done. Through their ongoing participation in 
text messaging, teenagers thus produce and make observable— locally and account­
ably— those commonplace actions and their structures that come to constitute the or­
derly practices o f ‘texting’ . The actions that make up text messaging, mediated by the 
phone and its features, come to be, in the most ordinary of ways, what make up social 
order and what give it its place in the everyday.
The ongoing change in teenagers’ text messaging is born out in their accounts. 
Texting comes to be explained in terms of the turn-taking sequences o f delivery, re­
text entry system, 
OS user interface, 
SMS
sender/
author(s)
r  / \ rrAZ\msg DELIVER
syntax, co-proximate/ sender, 
posture/ distributed author(s), 
gesture peers recipient(s), 
bystanders
handset, ring-tone 
OS user interface, 
automated
“Azr""
label, co-proximate/ recipient, 
posture/ distributed sender, 
gesture, peers bystander(s) 
always on
handset, 
text entry system, 
OS user interface, 
SMS
reader(s)/ . /  -  \  msg ->■ REPLY 
author(s) ' / \  
sender /  \
syntax, co-proximate reader(s)
posture/ peers author(s)
gesture recipient(s)
bystanders
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ceipt and reply; in terms o f labelled and stored messages; and in terms of the ‘perfor­
mative’ acts o f gestures and postures.
In the transformation o f delivery, receipt and reply to the turn-taking sequence, 
teenagers have taken what is essentially a primitive communications tool and trans­
formed it into a device that mediates social exchange. Text messaging is no longer 
simply the delivery, receipt and reply o f the written word; it has become, for ‘texters’ , 
a means to engage in social exchange— to assemble, demonstrate and test-out social 
networks through the exchange o f the message. The goals o f the individual actions o f 
messaging have been transformed so that they can no longer be met through purely 
technical achievements, but require the accomplishments made possible through so­
cial enterprise. The sent message, for instance, becomes more than a means to deliver 
explicit information; through its use it takes on symbolic meaning that both produces 
and operates within socially organised, practical activity.
Through their talk of labelling and storing messages teenagers transform texting 
so that it deals with the tangible— with the embodied. Messages, stored in phones’ 
memories, are associated with meaningful labels— usually names— and marked with 
date- and time-stamps. The messages thus become reified symbols o f lived occasions 
and shared experiences. They allow memories to be stored, ‘ iconified’ , counted, man­
aged, revisited and shared in a durable, material form. Memories come to be thought 
o f as objects to be saved for later retrieval rather than something purely ephemeral. 
This reorients the operations and actions o f messaging. For example, it presents an in­
teresting re-orientation of the receipt action. The received text becomes a pliable arte­
fact as the purpose o f the action is transformed from simply wanting to save the mes­
sage to wanting to store it a way that is observable and that retains its original form.
Postures and gestures are transformed so that they organise and manage, for 
teenagers, ways o f doing text messaging in public settings. Out o f all the possible 
ways that messaging can be observably demonstrated through postures and gestures, 
there come to be right and proper ways of displaying and producing the orderly busi­
ness o f texting. Moreover, particular postures and gestures get used to mark and 
produce the types o f messaging that might get done. Thus, it comes to be taken for 
granted that the hunched posture signals engagement in text messaging; that classroom 
texting is performed under the desk; or that two people leaning over a phone signals 
the co-reading or co-composition o f a message. The goals o f messaging are thus no 
longer aimed solely at the production, delivery, receipt and reply o f messages, but also
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come to encompass the right and proper means to achieve such actions in observably 
accountable ways.
Through these processes o f reflexivity in teenagers’ social practices, the techno­
logical limitations of messaging are reasserted to demonstrate a social order amongst 
texters. Meaning and order get made up, parcelled and presented through the use 
and reuse o f those actions that are made available by the phone. The meanings— the 
commonsense understandings— of texting are thus refiexively generated through the 
doing, through the ongoing interchange between those mediated actions and socially 
constituted structures that make up routine and commonplace phone use. As a conse­
quence, social encounters accomplished through text messaging take on new meanings 
and are performed with different purposes in mind.
Depicted in terms of activity theory, the reflexive, or dialectic, processes trans­
form text messaging so that the actions become directed by different goals and ori­
ented around different objects. The ongoing situated and practical accomplishment of 
text messaging produces contradictions and breakdowns within and between opera­
tions and actions. The resolution of the conflicts provoked by the tensions between the 
technical and social give rise to actions that combine the two. The goals of delivery, 
receipt and reply thus become bound up in the turn-taking sequences that order social 
occasions. They are transformed into the goals to give, accept and reciprocate, reflect­
ing the social order that is produced through the active, practical accomplishment of 
text messaging (Figs. 9.1g, h & i). The objects o f the actions evolve from the purely 
technical, coming to embody the lived achievements o f texting. As the objects o f ac­
tion, text messages come to embody meanings, meanings that are occasioned and con­
stituted through the socially situated accomplishment o f texting.
F ig u r e  9 .1g . The give action. composition
Text entiy is transformed into composition. The giver/
author(s) craft the message using sanctioned rules o f 
syntax, thereby embodying meaning in the message. 
Recognised postures and gestures are used to perform the 
giving, making it observable to co-proximate peers, i.e., 
the occasion’s onlookers.
crafting, co-proximate/ giver, 
performing distributed author(s), 
peers recipient(s), 
onlooker(s)
F ig u r e  9.1h. The accept action.
The recipient employs orderly methods for receiving and 
storing messages. The label is understood as a marking, 
thus, embodying meaning. The recipient must observably 
acknowledge receipt o f the message. Recognised postures 
and gestures are used to perform the acceptance, making it 
observable to the occasion’s onlookers.
receiving,
storing
marking, co-proximate/ recipient,
performing, distributed giver,
acknowledging peers onlooker(s)
C hapter N ine 179
F ig u r e  9 .1 i. The reciprocate action.
Upon reciept o f the mesaage, the recipient is obliged 
to reciprocate. Reciprocation takes the form o f a com­
posed message crafted using syntax to embody meaning. 
Recognised postures and gestures are used to perform the 
acceptance, making it observable to the occasion’s on­
lookers.
respond,
composition
giver(s
author(s)
embodied -»- RECIPROCATE 
meaning 
\  in msg
crafting, co-proximate giver(s), 
performing peers author(s), 
recipient(s), 
onlooker(s)
The social structures— the methods, rules and social roles— of the texting opera­
tions and actions are altered as well. Over time, the methods, or secondary artefacts, 
that mediate the social actions o f giving, accepting and reciprocating become the 
taken-for-granted means to get texting done. They come to be the recognised ways in 
which texting is made plainly observable and accountable. They are, i f  you like, inter­
nalised so as to become part o f teenagers’ commonsense understandings o f what it is 
to do text messaging. These evolved methods constitute new social rules and divisions 
of labour. Both structures come to reflect the sequence o f turns that have come to be 
expected in messaging so that rules dictate when and how messages must be given, re­
ceived and reciprocated and specific roles o f giver, recipient and onlooker mediate the 
accomplishment o f texting. Rules or norms are also produced to make out the social 
value o f messages taking into account the meanings that are embodied and symbolised 
in the objects o f messaging.
Systems of Practice
In chapter 6, 1 suggest that the sharing o f text messages between teenagers can 
sometimes resemble the practices o f social exchange— a system of practices that is it­
self socially structured in orderly ways. From the account that I presented, it should be 
apparent that there are three main practices provided for in the rituals of exchange: to 
give, to accept and to reciprocate. It should be evident that these culturally and histori­
cally bound practices broadly map onto those practically accomplished actions of de­
livery, receipt and reply performed by texters. I will endeavour, here, to describe how 
the elements of exchange are commensurate with those methods, nouns, rules and 
roles produced, provided for and worked with when teenagers text message.
The resemblance between one form of social exchange, namely gift-giving, 
and text messaging is made observable through those structures that arise in the text 
messaging between teenagers. The action to send or deliver a message is mediated by 
methods, rules and divisions of labour that closely resemble those mediating structures 
that arise in the giving o f a gift. Specifically, the text message’s material embodi­
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ment, its obligatory markings and the commonly accepted rules o f syntax allow it to 
be offered as a ‘gift’ that has symbolic meaning. The crafting o f the gift is also made 
apparent in the sanctioned postures and gestures that are performed when composing 
the message. Being observable and ordered, the physical deportment o f the texter ritu- 
alises the message exchange, transforming a seemingly mundane act into something 
special through the observation o f ceremony. The presence o f onlookers, as with social 
collectives in gift-exchange, thus serves to legitimate the ritual exchange— formalis­
ing the binding roles that must be honoured for the ceremony to be properly accom­
plished.
Similarly, the methods, rules and divisions of labour constituted in the receipt o f 
the message invoke structures that are equivalent to those present in the acceptance of 
a gift. The person in receipt o f the message is obliged to take on the role of recipient 
and to graciously accept the offer o f the gift. Like the gift that is preserved to recall 
past memories, the phone also allows received messages and their content to be kept 
and stored so that past events and happenings can be retrieved. Received messages, 
as with gifts exchanged between groups, can be shown-off, announced, shared and 
swapped so as to bind peoples together and differentiate between collectives.
Finally, the reply to the message invokes the social structures that mediate the 
reciprocation o f a gift. The cycle o f messages between sender and recipient invoke the 
system of reciprocity that is bound up in the ‘contract’ o f gift-exchange. The offer of 
the text message, its receipt and its response each operate to form the bond between 
giver and sender, having them commit to the system of reciprocity and all its tacit ob­
ligations. The reply in the form of a message allows for gifts to be exchanged of equal 
value, thus upholding the equity between giver and recipient. As with gift exchange, a 
message’s value can be played upon to symbolise defiance or an inequality in status. 
Replies can be withheld, composed with less evocative content or delivered through 
cheap or free Internet services and thus threaten the bond between individuals or col­
lectives.
The texter thus incorporates the mobile phone into an invoked system o f prac­
tices with its existing set of social structures. The phone, as a material tool, and the 
methods that serve to mediate the practical accomplishment o f messaging, come to be 
incorporated into that grouping o f methods, or methodologies, that mediate the prac­
tices o f exchange: the sending, sharing and withholding o f messages, making up the 
ritual cycle of exchange, allow those alliances and rivalries between individuals and
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groups to be fashioned and cemented as they are in gift-giving; the give and take of 
text messages between teenagers becomes bound up in the obligations o f reciprocity 
played out in gift exchange; and, as with all forms of gift-giving, the meaning embod­
ied in the message that is crafted serves to stratify the social roles o f those party to the 
exchange through its taken on value. In sum, the social structures o f gift exchange are 
interwoven into the practical ways in which texting is accomplished.
The structure o f  the invoked practices o f  gift-exchange and the relationships 
between its elements can be expressed in terms o f  the activity theory framework (F ig . 
9.1j).
F ig u r e  9 .1 j. The practices o f gift-giving. emboying meaning,
Gift-giving practices are formed on the basis o f establish- cycle of exchange,
ing and cementing social relations. The practices are oriented 
around the material gift. The gift comes about and is produced 
by embodying meaning in the material object; through the 
objects presence in cycles o f exchange— giving, accepting 
and reciprocating; and through the objects part to play in the 
obligation o f reciprocity. Meaning is crafted into the gift and 
in doing so the gift is given value. The cycles o f exchange 
and reciprocity are governed by the rules o f obligation and 
achieved through observable ritual.
As an aside, caution is needed here not to assume any direction o f cause and ef­
fect. What is certain is that teenagers compose text messages and that in doing so they 
are subject to certain material conditions. Besides accounting for the impact of these 
observable conditions, no claim can be made for why message composition occurs as 
it does. What can be said is that teenagers’ actions and the rules that they are subject 
to are commensurate with the system of exchange made familiar in so many literary 
accounts. Thus, teenagers may not explicitly seek to participate in gift-giving through 
text messaging, but through the actions that they have leamt to perform they locate 
themselves within the possible realm of the system o f exchange and all those rules, 
norms and obligations that are part o f it.
Commonsense understandings
The invoked, culturally evolved practices of gift-giving can be thought of as 
reflexively influencing the commonsense understandings of text messaging amongst 
teenagers. Through the accomplishment o f everyday, phone-mediated actions, teen­
agers come to see and understand texting, as well as text messages themselves, as a 
means to participate in the social practices of exchange. These practices offer a way 
for texters to make sense o f their actions and to demonstrate them as both orderly and
reciprocity
subject gAA ift G IFT-GIVIN G  (so c ia l re la tion s)
crafting, social giver,
value, network recipient,
obligation, onlookers
ritual
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rational, i.e., accountable. Generally speaking, gift-giving, as a cultural 01* tertiary ar­
tefact, can be seen to shape the understandings o f actions and the material objects that 
mediate them.
This shaping of commonsense understandings is evident from teenagers’ ac­
counts o f text messaging and, in particular, their descriptions o f the text message as 
a tangible, deeply meaningful object o f exchange. The text message is seen and de­
scribed as something that can be shaped and crafted, marked, preserved, etched with 
particular memories and put aside to immortalise past events. The named texts, the 
time-stamps, the wordings, the syntax all provide the resources for the message to be 
made special and express shared meanings. The text message’s properties thus allow it 
to be understood in terms o f gifting. The practices o f gift-giving first emerge through 
texting and then, reflexively, come to shape how messages are understood and made 
sense of. The text message is thus transformed from a purely technological means of 
communication to an artefact that has taken-for-granted meanings, meanings intimate­
ly entwined with the practices o f gift exchange.
By invoking gift-giving, it is not only the message itself that is reinterpreted and 
made sense of in different ways. The commonplace actions performed by texters also 
take on new meanings. For example, as a system o f practices, gift-giving explains, at 
least partially, why texters participate in the time consuming, cumbersome and some­
times costly exchange o f messages. Although texting might, at first, appear to exhibit 
internal contradictions, when seen in terms o f gift-giving it becomes apparent why the 
technology has been so popular. The technology allows teenagers to meet the obliga­
tions o f social reciprocity—  to give, to accept and reciprocate, to cement and sustain 
social relations. The time and effort needed to produce a message, and the cost of 
sending it, are thus understood to be part o f broader social processes and cannot be 
seen purely as isolated actions.
Like both artefacts and actions, social rules are, as would be expected, subject to 
reinterpretations in light o f invoked social practices. For instance, through their practi­
cal actions and accounts, teenagers demonstrate that the practically constituted social 
rules o f texting observe the obligations of exchange. The obligations that constitute 
social reciprocity are fashioned, incorporated and orchestrated in texters’ everyday 
actions. Through composition and delivery, the text message embodies the gift and 
enables teenagers to meet the obligation to give. The subsequent receipt o f the text is 
achieved automatically, thus allowing the obligation to receive to be met with ease and
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without hindrance. The capacity for reply then enables the norm o f reciprocity to be 
observed.
The shared nature of texting enables alliances and status to be demonstrated 
through situated action. The composition, reading and swapping o f texts within co­
located groups provide teenagers with a means to establish bonds o f allegiance— to 
de-mark the boundaries o f friend or foe. The text message and its occasioned use 
determines the value o f the message and consequently the affect it has on social re­
lationships. A  shared reading o f a private message acts as a sign o f intimacy between 
friends, whereas the refusal to part with a personal text may be used to demonstrate 
rivalry 01* even hostility amongst peers. Thus, on the one hand, there is the invoking 
o f the social practices o f exchange and on the other there is the affect these practices 
have on teenagers’ phone-mediated, situated talk.
As I have suggested, these bids for friendship or declarations o f rivalry are 
played out in the exchange o f text messages themselves. In practice, messages of 
greater or lesser value can be sent as a public expression of allegiance and status. As 
with gifts in general, sent messages, that are viewed as ‘cheap’ , can result in a loss of 
face for the recipient. Alternatively, the receipt o f a valued message— such as one that 
has been observably paid for, that has been crafted or that is from an intimate friend—  
can be understood as a sign o f endearment or even of reverence. Reciprocity is o f pri­
mary importance in the exchange o f messages. Rivalries, for example, can arise when 
messages are not reciprocated or are reciprocated with ‘gifts’ o f lesser value. The 
cycle o f exchange— of giving, receiving and reciprocity— thus takes shape through 
those ordinary social encounters that are produced and managed via texting. The text 
message provides a resource for texters to position themselves in terms of their social 
relationships and in particular their social status.
In terms o f activity theory, the commonsense understandings that are produced 
through practical, situated accomplishments can be seen to operate from the top 
down— from the level o f activity back down to the level of action— so as to provide 
commonly understood ways o f demonstrating that texting is performed in an orderly 
fashion. Thus, the tertiary artefacts that were first invoked by practical actions can 
subsequently be seen to ‘colour’ the ways in which message delivery, receipt and reply 
are made observable and accountable. In short, the methods that mediate actions are 
re-worked, reordered and reapplied so that they serve as the tools for demonstrating 
the practical accomplishment of exchange and social reciprocity. The social rales and
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roles also undergo change. No longer can these social structures be understood as an 
immediate product o f the material and interactive constraints o f the phone. Instead, 
they are drawn from social processes and their incarnation in historical and cultural 
praxis. Figure 9.1ic shows the recast actions combined into one triangle. Importantly, 
it should be recognised that this depiction is merely a moment in time and cannot por­
tray the ongoing, dialectic process o f change inherent in the activity system.
F ig u r e  9.1k. The transformed texting actions.
The actions to give, accept and reciprocate become 
oriented around young people’s social networks. Texters 
aim to build and cement alliances or rivalries through 
their participation in the practical accomplishment 
o f text messaging. The methods that have evolved 
to mediate these goals are governed by social rules 
dictating the symbolic value o f a gift and. how this value 
is instilled through sanctioned rituals— rituals that are 
themselves subject to rules dictating their performative 
value. Through the practices o f exchange, the collective 
is divided into insiders and outsiders— those who are 
observable allied to or set against the texter.
Activity System
The complex interplay between the practical accomplishment o f text messaging 
and the invoked practices of social exchange give rise to an activity system that has 
a high-level, overall motive. This can be described, generally, as a motive to demon­
strate and preserve social networks. That is, to demonstrate associations with peers 
and to define the social boundaries o f communities.
Teenagers’ efforts to accomplish the activity system’s high-level motive are 
mediated by that set o f methods, or methodologies, that incorporate the practices of 
exchange. The orderly practices o f exchange are, in practical ways, achieved by the 
established, observable, commonly understood and accountable methods teenagers use 
to give, accept and reciprocate text messages. In this way, text messaging contributes 
to that assemblage of methodologies that enable social networks to demonstrated and 
preserved.
The production of methods that incorporate text messaging indicates that texters 
have constructed culturally distinct, regularised, orderly and structured mechanisms 
for achieving the activity system’s motives. The common and well-recognised use of 
abbreviations, for example, reveals that acceptable orderly rules o f composing a mes­
sage have developed over time. The possibility o f ‘good’ or ‘bad’ ways to compose 
messages .further exposes the culturally constituted value system that has developed
giving,
accepting,
reciprocating
texter / \  social ■>- ALLIANCES 
/ \ / \  networks RIVALRIES
ritual, peers giver, 
symbolic & recipient,
performative value insiders/
outsiders
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between texters. Texters, as a community, thus embody their accumulated, historical 
experiences in text messaging, passing on the taken-for-granted rules and orderings 
through practical and occasioned action. Text messaging is thus subject to an evolved 
system o f culturally defined social structures that regulate how the activity system’s 
motives are practically accomplished.
The activity system can, over the course o f its development, come to shape how 
the phone and its features are understood and operated. The development o f predictive 
text input, for instance, appears to have changed teenagers’ methods for composing 
messages. Messages are now written in full— without abbreviations— and only aug­
mented later to reduce message length or to emphasise words or phases. Rather than 
losing its value, however, the abbreviation is transformed into an object with yet great­
er meaning, as it can be used to signify special effort to comply with particular rules. 
At least two influences are at work in this realignment o f abbreviations. First, the tech­
nology provides an alternative means to achieve the practical goal o f text composition. 
Second, the existing social rules enabling meaning to be embodied using a messages 
syntax and form are reasserted to define what should be abbreviated and abbreviations 
should be used. This results not in the simple rejection of predictive messaging in its 
entirety, but rather its use when it is seen fit— when it is understood to be a legitimate 
means to achieve the activity system’s motive.
The development o f the activity system is multi-threaded and omni-directional. 
The changes that occur at the lower-levels of the activity system can, overtime, come 
to have an impact on the high-level system of practices. In practical terms, the high- 
level system, with its own particular order and social rules, is redefined through oc­
casioned, practical action. A  shift in the ordering o f exchange is evident in teenagers’ 
sharing of messages in co-located space. To share messages, teenagers will often 
simply pass their phones from person to person, enabling individuals or small groups 
to peer at the displayed text. The content of the message thus becomes public, but still 
expresses symbolic value. The sharing o f the material artefact, no matter how brief 
the encounter, signifies a show o f allegiance to the recipient, demonstrating the social 
bond between the parties of exchange. Through the locally accomplished actions of 
texting, the system of exchange is thus transformed from one that relies on the perma­
nence of the text message to an increasing emphasis on the larger patterns of exchange 
text gifts are a part of.
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The depiction o f this complex network o f relationships within the activity sys­
tem is severely constrained by the limitations o f 2D space. In Figure 9 .1 l, I have at­
tempted to present the interaction between the three levels o f the system— the levels o f 
action, operation and activity— and the interactions between the elements. The details 
o f the possible relationships and the elements at each level have not been captured, 
however. Instead, I have used general terms to characterise the system’s elements and 
arrows to broadly mark out the directions of influence. The actions are seen to consti­
tute the activity’s elements from the bottom up so that the practically accomplished, 
situated actions that make up text messaging occasion the orderly structure at the 
activity level. The activity level develops as a result of the lower-level actions and in­
teractions between its own elements. It also reflects back onto the action level, altering 
how actions are understood and thus practically accomplished.
social
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gift-giving
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F igu re  9 .1 l. The activity system.
Learning if  Development
In the previous section, I used the activity theory framework to systematically 
lay out the reported analysis o f teenagers’ phone-mediated forms o f exchange and so­
cial reciprocity. I indicated, in the produced activity system, how the text messaging 
operations and actions that teenagers perform invoke a wider system of exchange.
I also suggested that this system develops through an ongoing reflexive process in 
which both the operations and actions shape and get shaped by the structures they 
invoke. In this section, I wish to attend to this process of development in more de­
tail. My aim is to show how the phone and, in particular, its features that support text 
messaging come to shape how people achieve socially constituted activities such as 
gift-giving. Specifically, through several examples, I hope to illustrate how the design
of the mobile phone’s text messaging features can be thought to contribute to or hinder 
teenagers’ social achievements. This will provide the basis for offering possible design 
suggestions in the following section.
As I presented in Chapter 5, development in an activity system can be depicted 
using Engestrom’s (1987) three phases o f expansion. These phases reveal how con­
flicts within and between the levels o f activity can produce changes in the ways ac­
tivities are practically accomplished and thus understood. Such conflicts can— as I 
detailed in Chapter 4 (Fig 4d) and later in Chapter 5— take the shape o f either primary, 
secondary, tertiary or quaternary contradictions, as well as breakdowns (i.e., a subset 
o f secondary contradictions where conflicts arise between the artefact and object). 
Thus, it is thought that contradictions, including breakdowns, lead to new external 
solutions that, in turn, produce new internalised understandings o f how things get 
done. Engestrom demonstrates how the phases of expansion can result from conflicts 
between the full assortment o f elements that belong to the activity system. For the pur­
poses o f this research, where design is the central concern, I have chosen to attend to 
those conflicts that involve the mediating tool, namely the mobile phone. Specifically,
I have chosen to illustrate how development and learning take place by considering 
conflicts that arise because o f the phone and that occur in each o f the three phases of 
expansion. It should be noted that various other forms o f conflict have not been fully 
attended to in selecting this focus.
In the first sub-phase o f development, Engestrom explains how actions are re­
petitively reproduced and multiplied so that they enter into the common ‘parlance’ of 
an activity. This repetitive process occurs in the upper sub-triangle o f the structure of 
activity. With text messaging, the development in this phase occurs because of what 
Engestrom refers to as primary contradictions in the message composition operation. 
In text composition, these contradictions are brought about because the phone’s inter­
active and physical constraints conflict with the practical accomplishment of the task 
at hand (Fig. 9.2a). Thus, authors must overcome a primary contradiction between 
what they know in their heads to be necessary to compose a message from text and 
the constraints placed on this intra-mental understanding by the phone’s material con­
straints. The phone itself gives rise to a contradiction between its technical capacity to 
enable messages to be composed and sent and its poor suitability for these functions 
to be practically accomplished. The operation’s object is also subject to contradiction.
C hapter N ine  187
C hapter N ine 188
This occurs because the goal to produce the desired content can be at odds with the 
tangible or physical message that is eventually produced.
F ig u r e  9.2a. Primary contradictions in first ^ ^
sub-phase o f expansion. \
n -  te ch n ica l 
vs. p ra ctica l
0 ^ 0n -  in tra -m e n ta l a c tu a l x
vs. p h ysica l vs. d e s ire d
These primary contradictions have the potential to lead to breakdowns in the text 
messaging actions. That is, the phone’s functions that mediate messaging can, because 
o f the contradictions, become the central object of action. For instance, the text entry 
system, rather than serving to mediate message composition, can become the object of 
action itself, whereby the phone user must attend to it directly to accomplish the input 
of text. The contradictions and breakdowns are overcome through repetitive use o f the 
phone’s features and through internalising particular methods to achieve the goals of 
text messaging.
One observable breakdown, arising in this phase, occurs between the text entry 
system and the goal to compose. Because of the handset’s limited size, the text entry 
system has been designed so that several characters are associated with each key. This 
means that numerous key presses can sometimes be required to enter one character.
To enter ‘ v ’ , for example, the 8 key must be pressed three times. Furthermore, to write 
two characters from the same key consecutively requires a pause in the procedure 
(e.g., Fig. 9.2b).
F ig u r e  9.2b. Steps required to input 
‘ feet’ .
The 3 key must be pressed three 
times to enter the ‘ f  character. A 
short pause is then necessary before 
the 3 key can be used to input the 
first ‘e’ (rather than change the al­
ready typed T  character). The pause 
allows the phone to recognise that 
a new character is to be inputted. A 
further pause is then needed before 
the 3 key can be pressed again to 
input the second ‘ e’ . Finally, the 8 
key is pressed once to input the ‘ t’ .
  £: press three times
... pausa
  •: prasstwica
... pausa
  •: press twice
t: press once
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This feature o f the text entry system can cause a breakdown in message compo­
sition. The complicated procedure needed to key in text means that attention must fre­
quently be given to operating the system rather than simply composing the message. 
The short-text messaging service (SMS) further exacerbates this breakdown by impos­
ing the 160-character limitation on message length. Learning and development takes 
place as teenagers seek to overcome these limitations o f the text entry system and 
SMS through the adoption and repetitive use o f particular text entry methods, such as 
faster keying techniques, the use o f shortcuts and the routine use o f abbreviations.
In the second sub-phase, the element o f community comes into play. The new 
methods, as they are introduced in phase one, are ‘tested out’ amongst the collective. 
For example, abbreviations become routinely used in the composed messages teenag­
ers deliver to their peers. Development in this phase is brought about by secondary 
contradictions between the elements o f the activity structure. In text messaging, for 
instance, secondary contradictions can exist between the newly adopted methods for 
composing a message (e.g., using abbreviations) and the existing, known about rules 
o f written language (F ig . 9 .2c ). Such contradictions can lead to a breakdown between 
the methods used and the goal to deliver a meaningful message. They might, for in­
stance, lead to the misunderstanding o f abbreviations by a recipient or amongst the 
collective.
F igure 9.2c . Secondaiy contradiction in 
second sub-phase o f expansion.
rules of peers author,
written recipient,
language onlookers
By way o f these contradictions and their positioning within social activity, a 
zone o f proximal development is opened up. The collective, along with its existing so­
cial infrastructure and in conceit with the constraints imposed by the mediating tools, 
constitute a zone of proximal development that provides the possibilities for expan­
sion. Traversing this zone by continually testing out new alternatives to the adopted 
methods eventually produces commonly understood means for accomplishing situ­
ated, practical action. In effect, for texters, a commonsense knowledge o f abbrevia­
tions is produced for accomplishing text composition through ongoing attempts to
composition
methods
overcome the contradictions that arise. This knowledge is incorporated into the meth­
ods that teenagers use to make their engagement in messaging both observable and ac­
countable— the abbreviations become ordinary and taken for granted accomplishments 
in text composition. In doing so, a new social infrastructure is set into place with new 
rules and divisions o f labour, and new relationships between the individual, the collec­
tive and their mutual accomplishment of the activity’s goals and motives. In short, a 
new societal activity is produced.
The third sub-phase o f development is one o f consolidation where the new ac­
tivity is incoiporated into the everyday conduct o f the community. Specifically, it is 
one in which newly developed activity systems are contested and set against existing 
systems of practice. In the case o f text messaging, the newly formed activity is posi­
tioned against the invoked practices o f exchange. The systems are subsumed into one 
another so that their structures are forced into ‘collision’ . For our purposes, I will at­
tend to two contradictions that arise from this, one tertiary and one quaternary.
The tertiary contradiction occurs between the objects/motives o f the two sys­
tems. The object/motive o f the text messaging activity is, initially at least, a purely 
practical one encompassing the goals to deliver, receive and reply to text messages. 
This is set against the social objects/motives o f the invoked practices of exchange, 
which are generally speaking to demonstrate and cement social networks. Thus, 
the contradiction is based on an underlying dialectic between practical and social 
motives— played out in situated action (F i g . 9.2D:i). The produced solution to this
F ig u r e  9.2d . Tertiary phone-mediated
contradiction in third sub­
phase o f expansion.
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ritual, collective giver, 
symbolic & recipient,
performative onlookers
value
methods
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contradiction is to align the outcomes of text messaging with the social accomplish­
ments achieved in exchange. Thus, text messaging is transformed into an activity o f 
exchange where its practical achievements serve to constitute the practices of gifting, 
displays o f status, social propriety, etc.
This transformation is evidenced in one of the quaternary contradictions that 
occurs between the elements of the two ‘colliding’ activity systems ( F i g . 9.2o:ii). As 
we have already seen, one practical method that mediates teenagers’ accomplishment 
o f text messaging relies on a common understanding of abbreviations. There is, how­
ever, no underlying social value to the method of abbreviations; abbreviations have 
been brought about as a purely practical solution to technical constraints. The methods 
of abbreviation thus conflict with the social rules or norms of the gift-giving system. 
However, through giving them value and by defining the right and proper use o f ab­
breviations, teenagers have successfully incorporated the methods o f abbreviation into 
the system o f exchange. Through their accounting practices they have overcome the 
contradiction by constituting the moral character of abbreviations and defining their 
legitimate place within the system of methods that make up both text messaging and 
gift-giving.
In practical terms, teenagers have leamt to use the technological constraints of 
text entry and composition to shape messages in particular ways so that their form, 
as well as their content, take on meaning and value. For instance, in using the shift or 
*#’ key to avoid the pausing between character entry, teenagers have established ways 
of embodying symbolic meaning in their messages. The use o f the shift key elimi­
nates the need for a pause but changes the form o f the text from, for example, ‘ feet’ to 
‘ fEet’ . Abbreviations are also used to avoid the need to input lengthy words and phras­
es in full and to fit more into the one hundred and sixty character limit. The message 
below, composed by one o f the field study’s participants, illustrates this:
I  g o t  a  m sg  4m my 
b f . I t s  d  t y p e  w e  
t e n d 2  s h a r e  o r  d l t -  
d e p e n d i n  o n  u r e  
p r e f n c . i t s  k i n d a  
r u d e . W a n a  c  ?
In this message, numerous abbreviations are used to reduce the need to input 
characters and to shorten the length o f the message. ‘Message’ , for example is ab­
breviated to ‘msg’, ‘ from’ to ‘4m’, and ‘boyfriend’ to ‘b f’ . These methods shape the
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messages into something particular that in some instances may only have meaning 
for the recipient(s). In doing so, they serve to arrange and assemble a moral character 
to messaging where the value o f a message and the statuses o f the participants are 
worlced-out, arranged, managed and organised.
H a v in g  systematically constructed an activity structure for teenagers’ text 
messaging activities and having illustrated the stages o f technologically mediated de­
velopment, in this final section I will move onto the problem o f design. Specifically, 
working with the methodical procedure introduced in Chapter 5 ,1 will use the de­
picted activity structure and the framework for development to consider what techno­
logical solutions might be appropriate to support phone-mediated, social systems of 
reciprocity amongst teenagers and what form they might take.
To recap, the procedure followed to inform design first aims to locate those ob­
servable disturbances in the existing low-level actions and operations o f an activity.
As Engestrom (2000) describes, disturbances are disruptions to the ordinary routine 
or ‘ script’ o f an activity and often indicate the likelihood o f a contradiction. Particular 
focus is given to uncovering the detail o f the situated actions and operations, and the 
conditions that give rise to the various forms o f contradiction. The second stage o f the 
procedure considers the uncovered contradictions in the larger context o f the social 
structures. It examines, for instance, how the lower-level operations and actions give 
rise to particular methods to resolve the contradictions. It aims to discover whether 
subjects have the scope to adapt— or have already adapted— their mediated actions so 
that they accommodate the socially constituted rules and norms that guide their activi­
ties (i.e., the social order). The possibilities for new technological solutions are the 
focus of the third stage. The stage aims to reveal where and how new technologically 
mediated methods provide the scope for further development within the context o f the 
social structures and their associated activity systems.
For the purposes of illustration, the three-stage process o f examination will be 
applied to three different sources of conflict I have found in the interpretive work thus 
far presented. Each o f these conflicts fall into the one of the four levels o f contradic­
tion— primary, secondary, tertiary and quaternary. My primary aim in presenting these 
examples is to demonstrate that design suggestions can be derived through the system­
atic means o f representing interpreted qualitative data provided for by activity theory.
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Primary contradiction
The data from the reported fieldwork indicates that teenagers make frequent use 
o f predictive text entry systems, such as T9, to compose their text messages.1 These 
systems allow characters to be inputted using a single key press and avoid the need for 
the laborious method described earlier in the example for entering the word ‘ feet’ . Put 
simply, the system employs a dictionary with which it ‘predicts’ the most likely word 
that has been entered from consecutive key presses. Thus, on a T9 enabled phone, 
three consecutive presses o f the ‘3’ or ‘def’ key followed by a single press of the ‘8’ or 
‘tuv’ key result in the word ‘ feet’ .
One obvious problem that arises in using predictive text entry is that uncom­
mon words, such as colloquialisms or proper nouns, are not stored in the dictionary. 
Thus, entering the city name ‘Guildford’ is not possible in predictive text entry using 
a standard dictionary. Two solutions are available to counter this problem. The first 
is to simply turn the system off so that characters can be entered using the standard 
‘multi key-press’ system. The second is to use a facility available on most predictive 
text entry enabled phones that allows words to be added to the system’s dictionary. 
Notably, in either case, a disturbance results; employing either method, the phone user 
must move attention away from the task o f composing a message and attend to the 
mechanics o f entering characters into the phone. These disturbances are, by in large, 
resolvable. Once a word has been entered into a predictive text entry system’s dic­
tionary it becomes available without the need for disruption to composition. It is also 
possible to leam how to quickly switch between predictive and standard key entry sys­
tems in the midst o f message composition.
A  less obvious problem that arises with predictive text entry systems is evident 
in the fieldwork data. The teenagers interviewed recounted that their use of abbre­
viations to shorten messages, so that they do not exceed the 160-character limit, is 
complicated when using predictive text entry.2 The use o f predictive text entry makes 
abbreviation difficult because the systems are rarely designed to recognise abbreviated 
words. For words to be properly recognised they must be written in full, thereby in­
creasing the number o f characters and increasing the likelihood o f exceeding the 160- 
character limit. To overcome this problem, a number o f the interviewees described 
a procedure that involved ‘reworking’ a message that had first been composed using 
predictive text entry. Rather than switching between predictive and standard text entry 
during message composition, it appears that one way of writing words in abbreviated
C hapter N ine  194
form is to ‘rework’ a completed message with predictive text entry turned off. Thus, 
words first written in full are abbreviated in a subsequent stage o f composition. In 
terms o f activity theory, such a procedure might be seen to constitute a disturbance in 
the ordinary course o f events.
In the activity theory structure that has been presented, this latter distur­
bance can be seen to result from a primary contradiction with the mediating tool. 
Specifically, two o f the methods available to enter text and contribute to message 
composition conflict with one another and, thus, must sometimes be consciously man­
aged and negotiated. This primary contradiction is presented in F ig u r e  9 .3a  using the 
triangular notation.
Figure 9.3a. Primary contradiction in predic-
tive and standard text entry. TJ predictive text entry
vs.
standard text entry
phone user message
composition
Although this primary disruption is, at first sight, seen to be a result of the con­
straints placed on messaging by the phone, teenagers’ descriptions o f message com­
position raise an interesting point that is, first and foremost, o f social consequence.
The teenagers interviewed explained that the reworking o f a message is often dictated 
by the occasion and, in particular, the intended recipient. Thus a love message for a 
girlfriend, for instance, is reworked differently to a message arranging meeting plans 
between friends, which is different again from a text message sent to parents. It seems 
that messages are reworked for the situation at hand and particular abbreviations are 
understood to have different values on different occasions and for different recipients. 
Thus, abbreviations are not only added after composition to make the message shorter, 
they are also used to rework the message in a post-hoc fashion so that it is somehow 
made meaningful for the recipient. By participating in this practice and making it ac­
countable in such a way— through talk of the practice as well its practical accomplish­
ment—teenagers position their actions within a social context and, in doing so, subject 
them to a wider system of social structures.
One such system, as we have seen, is that o f gift-giving. The reworking of mes­
sages, with respect to gift-giving, can be seen as the crafting o f the gift. By imbuing 
symbolic meaning into the text, such a practice serves to give the message value; it
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symbolises that effort has been made to customise the gift and make it special for 
the recipient on a particular occasion. It also operates to distinguish between social 
groups, providing a means to establish orderly systems of communication within and 
between them. In short, the reworking o f messages becomes one o f those taken for 
granted methods available to teenagers for participating in social exchange. It thus 
invokes the rules and norms that regulate proper practice of exchange and the social 
roles that are constituted in its orderly accomplishment.
It is this recasting o f the disturbance and its positioning within a system o f social 
exchange that allows us to consider not only how a new technological solution might 
be designed to overcome the interactive limitations placed on the user by the phone, 
but also how the solution might be incorporated into everyday social practices. Thus, 
one technological solution that could partially resolve the described disruption could 
offer a mechanism for using and combining different predictive text entry dictionaries. 
Various dictionaries could be selected for particular recipients in the phone’s address 
book for instance. A  friend in a phone’s address book, for example, might be assigned 
both the ‘ standard’ and ‘abbreviation’ dictionaries whereas a parent might be assigned 
the ‘ standard’ dictionary alone.
To incorporate this system of multiple dictionaries into the practices o f ex­
change, phones might be further designed so that dictionaries are open to shared cus­
tomisation. The creation o f dictionaries could be made a collaborative project where 
assigned individuals might contribute to some centrally shared resource. The co-au­
thored dictionaries would evolve within a group, serving to establish and warrant the 
use o f abbreviations and words with special meanings between group members. As a 
token gift o f sorts, outsiders might then be given privileges to access dictionaries or, 
in the case where rivalries are to be sustained, privileges might be withheld. Plainly, 
these features operate within the system of social reciprocity. Specifically, they operate 
to imbue collective meaning within objects; to differentiate between collectives; and 
to build up alliances or affirm rivalries.
Secondary contradiction
A  problem that is also made apparent in the fieldwork data is that o f storing text 
messages. When messages are received they are automatically saved in a handset’s 
‘ inbox’ . Most phones have a maximum number of messages that can be stored (on 
most entry level phones the maximum is commonly around ten). The problem arises
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when the memory to store messages on a handset has reached capacity. I f  the number 
o f messages stored is equal to the maximum (i.e., when the ‘ inbox’ is full), 110 further 
messages can be received until at least one of the saved messages is deleted. Thus, to 
manage this problem, phone users must be sure that they have space in their inboxes 
and therefore must limit the number of messages they have stored.
This technological constraint gives rise to a disturbance in what has been depict­
ed as teenagers’ routine participation in text messaging. Teenagers, as I have suggested 
in this and Chapter 7, aim to store messages that they see as having special meaning. A  
message’s meaning is associated with its sender, its content, its form, when it was sent 
and where it was received and shared. It is thus routine for teenagers to store messages 
to retain these particulars, using them to recall past events in a form that embodies an 
occasion and its associated memories. The need to keep storage space available and 
delete messages disturbs this ordinary practice; it means that messages and all their 
meaningful particulars cannot be kept indefinitely.
Within the invoked system o f exchange this evidently brings about a contradic­
tion. Understood within the structures o f gift exchange, teenagers’ accounts of text 
messaging position it as an orderly social accomplishment in which socially sanc­
tioned norms mediate message exchange. One such norm is that o f cherishing the gift 
received and retaining the symbolic value that is held in embodied form. Having to 
delete a message given clearly conflicts with this norm. In deleting messages, teenag­
ers are not only losing the practical particulars messages contain, but are also con­
travening their participation in the practices o f exchange and those obligations that 
are invoked and bought to bear by dint of their participation in such practices. In the 
activity structure this conflict constitutes a secondary contradiction. The contradiction 
occurs between the activity’s social rules and the methods provided for by the phone 
that are, in this case, the methods for receiving and storing messages constrained by 
the phones’ memory (F ig  9.3b ).
F ig u r e  9.3b. Secondary contradiction for methods for receiving
sending and receiving messages. & storing messages
Constrained by the handset’s memory, and 
the socially constituted norms that dictate a 
gift given should be stored and valued.
store peers giver,
value recipient
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The interviewed participants reported two methods that have been adopted to 
partially resolve this contradiction. One o f the methods simply involves copying mes­
sages onto paper into, for example, personal diaries. The other method used relies on 
one o f the phone’s features. Phones from a number o f manufactures, such as Nokia, 
provide what is referred to as an ‘outbox’ where messages that are to be sent can be 
stored. A  number of the teenagers interviewed reported having used this storage ca­
pacity to save messages they had received. Reportedly, it was discovered that, through 
several commands, messages in the ‘ inbox’ could be moved to the ‘outbox’ . This ap­
pears to indicate that teenagers have found a way to adapt the ‘outboxes’ o f their hand­
sets, using them as an archive of sorts.
Those who described these methods also described the problems that are in­
curred as a result o f their use. The problems are associated with losing something 
o f the message in the conversation. Using paper loses the original appearance of the 
recorded message transforming it into something observably different and not really 
from the sender. When saving messages on the phone, the problem that arises is that 
messages moved to the ‘outbox’ lose their identifiers, including the sender’s ‘ label’ 
that marks the message in the inbox and the time and date that are appended to a re­
ceived message. Seen, again, in terms o f gift exchange, these problems reveal that the 
secondary contradiction raised earlier is not entirely resolved by employing the report­
ed methods. Although the methods allow a message’s content to be retained they lose 
the personal markings that give the message its symbolic value; that is, they breech 
one o f the norms of gift exchange.
The possibility for a new design solution is brought about through an insight 
into the conflicts that arise in the activity system and particularly those that are unre­
solved. At first sight, it seems that the problems might be overcome through a simple 
technological improvement. Essentially, given that the conflict is based on a technical 
constraint, one possible solution might be to redesign handsets so that they resolve 
this. Put simply, a solution to the limitation on storage capacity could be to build 
phones with larger memory capacities. This suggestion, however, neglects the larger 
social context and could thus well turn out to be ineffective. Thus the technological 
constraint identifies an existing problem but does not provide any indication of what 
might be an appropriate solution.
A  more fruitful approach might be to derive a solution for expanding memory 
within the constraints of the systems of social reciprocity. As described earlier, within
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the context o f exchange, messages are seen as the embodiment o f meaningful memo­
ries. Simply increasing the capacity for saving messages is one means o f supporting 
the localised rule o f message storage that contributes to the practices o f embodiment. 
However, it offers a crude solution that does nothing to directly meet the norms of 
such practices. Susan, one o f the study’s participants, offers an alternative solution 
that appears to capture the sense o f embodied gifting. She suggests that mobile phones 
should have ‘memory cards’ that can be ‘plugged’ into the phone and that these cards 
might be assigned to different people. She compares this to her own system of boxes 
for storing things associated with friends:
Susan: I keep this thing,... like a box o f  stuff that reminds me o f  certain peo­
ple yeah, and so I  have a box for every person, and it would be really 
cool to have like a memory card for each person so I can put all their 
text messages in there [and] so I can retrieve them one at a time when I 
want them.
The idea o f using memory cards with mobile phones is, o f course, not new. 
Several phones available on the market already have such a feature. What is interest­
ing about Susan’s suggestion is that she sees memory cards not as some technological 
solution for expanding the phone’s memory, but rather as a means to embody her own 
memories still further. In her view, the cards are thought o f as objects in which the 
memories associated with a particular person can be embodied. Thus, the cards are 
what Susan later refers to as diaries for each friend from which particular memories 
can be retrieved and retold. By the same token, abandoned boyfriends and associates 
can also be symbolically jettisoned when their respective memory cards are thrown in 
the bin.
Like the messages themselves, the concrete representation o f memories in the 
form o f ‘chips’ conforms to the social structures o f exchange. It provides a means 
by which teenagers can share memories in tangible ways and thus participate in the 
practices of giving, receiving and reciprocity. In short, the way in which a message is 
stored, as well the message itself, becomes the object o f exchange. The card should 
thus be seen as having properties that are in line with the localised rules and, in turn, 
the higher-level social practices and structures present in social exchange. For in­
stance, the card’s capacity for storage and its physicality conform to the notion of 
embodiment. Its physical form also allows the card to be a concrete symbol in the ritu­
als o f exchange. The ability to use the cards in different phones also affords swapping
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them for the purpose of exchanging messages and other content. Each o f these prac­
tices contributes to the structural obligations of gift-exchange.
Tertiary and quaternary contradictions
Moving onto message exchange itself, there are two observable ways in which 
the sharing of text messages is practically accomplished. One makes use of the hand­
set’s capacity to deliver messages between phones over a wireless network. The sec­
ond is achieved through the communal use o f a single display. The former method 
allows messages to be exchanged between both adjacent and distributed phone users 
whereas the latter method is constrained to physically adjacent sharing. The sharing 
of a single display being limited in this way suggests that teenagers, along with other 
phone users, should tend to opt to send messages over the wireless network when par­
ticipating in message exchange. However, there is evidence in both the fieldwork data 
and in the literature on teenagers’ use of mobile phones (e.g., Weilenmann & Larsson, 
2001) to suggest that the sharing o f handsets amongst teenagers is very common.
This deviation from what seems to be commonsense reasoning might be seen as 
a disturbance to the accomplishment of message exchange. Technically, there seems 
to be no good reason why a message should be shared between co-proximate phone 
users and, in particular, why messages should be viewed on a single display. There 
are, however, several practical reasons why this may be done. One very good reason 
is that not everyone possesses a mobile phone and thus a phone user may have no 
other choice but to share a display with someone who does not have a phone to hand. 
Another, as some o f the interviewees reported, is that the unreliability o f some net­
works in various places can deter people from choosing to send messages they can 
simply view together. Yet another reason is financial cost. Sending messages at a cost 
o f anywhere between 5 and 25 pence, in the quantities that they do, makes texting a 
costly business for teenagers.
As well as these practical reasons, the interpretive work presented in Chapter 7 
indicates that there is something more to the decisions teenagers make when choosing 
a method for exchanging messages. Seen in terms of the social reciprocity and ex­
change system, there appears to be something o f the ritual involved in sharing messag­
es when in physical proximity that instils meaning upon the exchange and the message 
itself. The proximity o f giver and recipient, their mutual engagement in the exchange 
and the ways in which it is made observable serve to embody the giving so that it is
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seen as more than a merely physical transaction. Thus, as opposed to the disembodied 
sending and delivery o f a message over the network, the co-proximate exchange offers 
a visible way to bind people together. In essence, the performance Titualises’ the ex­
change, making it meaningful between and for the members of a community.
What teenagers’ co-proximate sharing of messages does is overcome a tertiary 
contradiction between the technical achievements of messaging and the motives of 
exchange— specifically, the motives to make the participation in exchange observable 
and to demonstrate social ties (F ig 9.3c:i). The sharing o f a phone with someone phys­
ically co-proximate, then, can be taken as a sign of trust and allegiance, and an indica­
tion o f commitment. What is key to recognise here is that these meaningful ‘symbols’ 
are socially constituted through the participation in co-proximate message sharing. In 
short, it is the ordered and organised production o f exchange that provides the essence 
for the constitution o f symbolic meaning. Thus, it is not merely the object o f exchange 
from which the meaning originates, but also its role in the exchange process itself.
Seeing co-proximate message sharing as part of the practices o f exchange brings 
to light a quaternary contradiction. The contradiction occurs between the method used 
for co-proximate sharing and that norm in gift-giving which is to retain an embodied 
symbol of the exchange (F ig 9.3c:ii). Rather than producing any tangible residue of 
the exchange that might be treasured, the sharing o f a message on a single display is a 
temporary event that cannot be recalled in physical form. Thus, in co-proximate mes­
sage sharing, the exchange is only fleeting, offering no means o f preserving the mean-
F ig u r e  9.3c . Tertiary ( i )  and qua- phone-mediated
symbolic collective giver,
value recipient
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ing instilled through the ritual ceremony and no evidence o f the binding agreement 
that it implicitly or explicitly entails.
It is the identification o f this quaternary contradiction that provides a basis for 
future design. The contradiction indicates that some tangible and lasting product of co- 
proximate message sharing would further contribute to teenagers’ participation in the 
practices o f exchange. As I have already suggested, the text message is, itself, a mate­
rial object that is capable o f possessing symbolic meaning. Thus, the material residue 
of the exchange might simply be the message that is shared. There is evidence in the 
fieldwork data to suggest that teenagers already attempt to retain messages they have 
been shared co-proximately either by sending them at some later point in time or by 
manually copying them from one phone to another. The former method, however, still 
separates the act from the material embodiment and loses that sense o f the occasion 
that is instilled in the message. The later method is a cumbersome solution that pro­
vides no means o f retaining the original ‘markings’ of the message.
A  novel solution might be to design phones so that messages can be exchanged 
when they are placed side-by-side, touching through contact plates perhaps or using a 
short-range, wireless protocol such as Bluetooth. A  message displayed on one phone 
might then be transferred to another when they come into physical contact or when 
in close proximity. In terms o f operations and actions, the exchange would thus be 
achieved with relative ease and appear to be in keeping with the physical moves peo­
ple must make to share a message. Taking into account the activity and its social struc­
tures, the solution would allow teenagers to continue to participate in the co-proximate 
sharing o f messages whilst providing a means to preserve a shared symbol o f the 
exchange. The exchanged text message would come to be a concrete and durable gift 
symbolising the giver and recipient’s mutual participation in the ritual sharing.
Summary
In this chapter, I have sought to demonstrate how the activity theory framework 
can be used to frame naturalistic descriptions for the purposes o f design. Specifically, 
by applying the theoretical groundwork laid out in Chapter 5 ,1 have illustrated how 
teenagers’ text messaging operations and actions can be seen to make up a structured 
system of practices, constituting what can be thought of as an activity system based 
on the processes o f exchange and social reciprocity. I have gone onto show that see­
ing teenagers’ texting practices in terms of this system provides a means to explain
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how phone-mediated actions develop. This explanation, in turn, indicates the role the 
phone and its features have in teenagers’ everyday interactions and, in particular, how 
text messaging contributes to the social practices of exchange and reciprocity. With 
this view of the phone as constituting and contributing to the practices o f exchange, I 
have finally introduced three possible design suggestions. Sketched out in brief, these 
suggestions have been offered up to exemplify how the invoked activity system pro­
vides a systematic method to identify the scope for improvements in text-messaging 
services and a means to see the use o f these potential services with respect to teenag­
ers’ socially situated, practical accomplishments.
(Footnotes)
1 T9® is a proprietary text input system supplied by Tegic Communications and is probably 
the most w idely available system on mobile handsets.
2 Although some mobile phones allow messages to be concatenated so that two 01* more 160- 
character messages can be sent as a combined composition, the teenagers interviewed were 
aware that they were charged per message and thus sought to use abbreviations not only 
due to the technical constraints placed on message length but also to reduce cost.
io. Modelling Subversive Talk for Design
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U s in g  the AT framework described in Chapter 5,1 aim, in this chapter, to model 
the forms of subversive talk teenagers accomplish when using the mobile phone, I also 
seek to illustrate how the design o f new mobile-phone features might be informed by 
way o f this systematic modelling o f teenagers’ practically accomplished, phone-medi­
ated actions.
To recap, three broad stages are used in the modelling o f interpreted qualitative 
data and the systematic process o f informing design. First, an ethnomethodologically 
informed view of an interpreted data corpus is used to populate the activity system. 
The system is depicted from the bottom up, so that situated, practical actions are 
shown to invoke wider systems o f practice and the ongoing reflexive nature o f these 
practices are represented through the relationship between the three levels o f opera­
tion, action and activity. Next, the process o f change is depicted to show how the me­
diating artefacts come to shape and be shaped by the evolving activity. This provides 
the basis for determining how technological artefacts contribute to the accomplish­
ment o f activities and their ongoing development. Finally, contradictions and break­
downs that signal opportunities for future technological solutions are highlighted. 
These are used to contemplate practical solutions and their position in the activity 
system.
I will work through these three stages in this chapter. Along with the interpreta­
tive work presented in Chapter 8, 1 will revisit the interview transcripts to show how 
teenagers’ phone-mediated talk is a structured system of activity. Specifically, teenag­
ers’ subordinate and covert talk, managed and organised through the mobile phone, 
will be portrayed as situated operations and actions that play a reflexive role in a wider 
system of subversive practices. This activity system will be shown to evolve through 
progressive phases o f expansion in which the phone has a crucial mediating role. 
Finally, through understanding the particular phone-related methods teenagers use to 
overcome contradictions and breakdowns within the depicted activity system, various 
design possibilities for future mobile phones will be introduced.
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Modelling Localised Acts o f Subversion
In  this section, I will consider how local talk that is mediated by the mobile 
phone can be incorporated in the activity theory framework. For the purposes o f il­
lustration and to limit my scope, I will focus on talk that involves the use o f text 
messaging and consider this in terms o f the localised forms o f subversion I described 
in Chapter 8. To model local talk in this context, I will progress through the six key 
points I laid out at the beginning o f Chapter 5. These points begin by attending to the 
low-level operations and actions and how they are mediated by the material artefact 
and socially constituted rules and ‘divisions o f labour’ . Through progressive steps, 
they then set out to depict how such operations and actions can be seen to invoke 
existing systems o f practice, or activity systems, with their own social structures. In 
brief, the six stages described below map onto the six key points as follows:
1. The phone’s role in mediating local talk is considered and framed in terms of the 
subject-artefact-object triad (F ig  5.1a ). At this stage attention is given to the op­
erations and actions that are made observable in face-to-face talk.
2. Those methods that organise and manage talk, provided for by way of the mo­
bile phone, are then turned to. The phone is examined as a tool that affords par­
ticular ways of organising and managingtalk through specific social rules and 
roles.
3. Recognising the reflexive nature o f action, the phone-mediated methods are 
revealed to reflect back on face-to-face conversations thereby shaping the way 
local talk is demonstrably accomplished.
4. Moving to the activity level, the phone-mediated methods are seen to invoke 
wider systems of practice with existing social structures. Specifically, methods 
managed and organised by way o f the phone are shown to invoke localised 
forms of subversion that have pre-existing social rules and roles.
5. The invoked structures are understood to reflect back onto the actions and op­
erations at the lower levels so that they are, at least partially, recast and seen by 
teenagers to be the just ‘one more’ means o f subverting local talk.
6. Finally, the constructed activity system is depicted as a cohesive whole in which 
the relationships between the elements are shown to tightly woven and continu­
ally undergoing change.
These six stages are described in detail below.
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Tools and operations
In the analysis presented in Chapter 8 we saw that the phone and its content 
provide for what I called ‘ localised’, topical interchanges between conversational 
members. In the interview transcripts, Susie reiterates this point by describing how the 
phone is talked about in conversations.
Susie: It does give like new topics to talk about if you do get a message. Or
like you can just be looking at it and say ‘oh I ’ve just got this really 
funny message. Do you want to read it?’ to people... And if there’s an 
awkward silence in conversation: ‘oh look, there’s my phone... Isn’t it 
lovely.’
In this excerpt, Susie not only indicates how topical matters arise because of the 
phone but also implies there is something quite ordinary about phone talk. She sug­
gests the phone or text message are objects that can be spoken about without much 
thought and without the need for justification. She thus positions text messages and 
phones themselves amongst those taken for granted devices, or tools, that contribute to 
and constitute the accomplishment of local, ordinary talk.
In response to this, a question to be asked is how is it that, for teenagers, the mo­
bile phone provides for face-to-face conversation? Through their accounts, we see that 
teenagers draw on a number o f the phone’s features in the accomplishment of such or­
dinary talk. For one, its small size that makes it portable allows the phone to be ever­
present and thus a taken for granted part of conversation. Its design and, specifically, 
its ‘at-handidness’ afford touching, holding and handling whilst talking. These physi­
cal features warrant its commonplace presence in talk. Also, the phone’s small screen 
size imposes a limit on who can view the display, providing a legitimate reason to 
participate in local and side-by-side interchanges. Finally, the phone’s capacity to re­
ceive and store ‘newsworthy’ information makes it something that can be talked about. 
Notably, such features of the phone are not in and o f themselves a means to participate 
in local talk; they are not intentionally arranged as its reason or cause. Rather, they 
are part o f the raw ingredients that can be drawn on to mediate ordinary talk and do so 
successfully because they are observably quite ordinary, ‘nothing-special’ , and ‘a-mat- 
ter-of-fact’ features of teenagers’ conversations.
The features o f the phone that contribute to such occasioned use can be depicted 
at the lower level o f the AT framework. At this level, they can be seen to mediate the 
subject’s talk with nearby, adjacent others— the object o f the operation. Their status 
as taken-for-granted features o f ordinary talk suggest that they belong to that group­
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ing o f tools that mediate non-conscious actions, referred to in AT as operations. For 
the purposes o f simplicity, we might group these tools into those that rely on the ma­
terial or physical features o f the phone (F ig . 10.1a ) ,  such as its size and design, and 
those that rely on its interactive features (F ig . 10.1b ) ,  such as its capacity to store and 
display ‘newsworthy’ content. Notice that the operations have no specific goals. The 
tools are seen to mediate the subject’s relationship with the non-conscious and exter­
nal world (in this case face-to-face talk). As tools, the interactive and material fea­
tures place constraints on this relationship and how the operations are accomplished. 
Beyond transforming the material world, they are not, however, produced or arranged 
to achieve specific goals.
phone's material 
features
phone's interactive 
features
non-conscious external environment 
(co-proximate talk)
non-conscious external environment 
(co-proximate talk)
F ig ur e  10.1a . Operations mediated 
by material features o f phone.
F ig ur e  10.1b . Operations mediated 
by interactive features o f phone.
Actions, methods and social structures
Accepting that teenagers’ talk is, in part, coordinated and accomplished by way 
of the mobile phone, a further question might be asked. That is, what methods are 
made available by the phone for managing talk? There are two methods that are pre­
sented in the data and that will be attended to here.1 These are the management and 
organisation o f (1) a conversation’s topic and (2) participation status. These methods 
serve to make action orderly, rational and by all means accountable. In doing so they 
are, at least in part, produced and assembled through those operations made possible 
by the phone’s material qualities and interactive features.
With respect to the mobile phone, local talk is accomplished in several ways 
through topic management. The phone may provide for a new topic, a change in topic, 
or a side topic o f conversation. Each o f these may be coordinated through the phone’s 
physical presence in talk and/or through its provision of topical subject matter, i.e., 
through those operations it makes available. Particular rules are constructed through 
such practical, mediated conversation: the phone and its content constitute warranted 
topics o f talk; the phone’s physical character can be called upon to change or devi­
ate topical talk; the phone’s physical presence can be used to produce and participate
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in sub-topical talk. Participants are also subject to particular roles or statuses in such 
topical talk. The statuses o f speaker and hearer are conferred upon those participating 
in the conversational turns. There is also the (sub-)topic initiator and the member(s) 
who contribute to the change in topic. These orderly undertakings, constituting practi­
cal action, make up the corpus o f phone-mediated methods that can be brought to bear 
to manage the topic o f talk.
The phone’s role in organising participation status also provides a methodical 
means to manage local, face-to-face talk. A  phone’s content and its physical features 
may be used to both include and exclude people from conversations. Again, particular 
rules are occasioned to manage such orderly accomplishments. These rules are prima­
rily organised through displays o f engagement. The following engagement displays 
provide for an inclusive participation status amongst a conversation’s members: mu­
tual engagement in coordinated, phone-mediated interaction with a co-present other 
(where the phone or its content are not the topic o f talk); mutual talk about phones or 
their content by co-present conversants. The following engagement displays serve to 
exclude members or parties from conversational talk: displays o f engagement in talk 
about phones or their content which is subordinate to ongoing group talk; displays 
of engagement in non-phone related talk which is coordinated by way o f the phone’s 
physical character and that is subordinate to ongoing group talk; displays o f engage­
ment in talk that is concealed from a larger group by way o f the phone’s physical char­
acter. Statuses are, self evidently, conferred in such talk. There are the conversational 
statuses o f speaker and hearer as well as the excluded statuses o f bystander or onlook­
er for those not party to the displayed engagement.
In terms o f the AT framework, the methods used to manage and organise topic 
and participation status in local talk can be seen to mediate teenagers’ displays o f ac­
tion— they are those secondary artefacts that mediate the accomplishment of goal- 
directed action. Observably accomplished, these methods provide a means by which 
phone-mediated actions can be made both orderly and accountable. The collections of 
both methods are thus shown to be subject to their own locally constituted rules. In the 
management and organisation of topic (F ig . 10.1c) ,  a member’s relationship with the 
collective is mediated by rules governing how topical or sub-topical talk can be initiat­
ed, interrupted or closed through the use o f the phone’s features. For the management 
and organisation o f participation status (F ig . 10. I d), rules regulate how a phone’s fea­
tures can be used to demonstrate participation status and the inclusion or exclusion of
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members present on an occasion. The methods also give rise to particular divisions of  
labour. The management and organisation o f topic and participation status produce the 
statuses o f speaker and hearer. The methods o f topical organisation and management 
also assign the statuses o f topic initiators and topic terminators, be they individuals or 
groups. The methods used to organise and manage participation status confer the roles 
of those engaged and those disengaged from the situated talk.
topic
management/
organisation
subject
warranted 
(sub-)topic, 
topic deviation
peers
co-proximate 
talk
speaker, 
hearer, 
(sub-)topic initiator 
& members
new topic, 
change in topic, 
side topic
participant status 
management/ 
organisation
subject
inclusive/
exclusive
participation
status
peers
co-proximate 
talk
speaker,
hearer,
bystander/
onlooker
include 
& exclude 
co-present
F ig u r e  10.1c. Actions managing and or­
ganising topic.
F ig u r e  IO.Id. Actions managing and or­
ganising participation status.
Reflexivity
The two methods o f managing and organising topic and participation status 
come to reflexively shape those taken for granted understandings o f situated action. 
That is, teenagers’ operations come to manage and organise both a conversation’s 
topic and the participation status o f those involved. Such accomplishments come to 
make up those commonsensical, as-a-matter-of-fact, methods in which phone use 
gets done. Thus, they come to constitute the legitimate ways in which operations can 
be made accountable; they constitute how an action’s social structures— its methods, 
rules and roles— are produced to make phone-mediated operations routinely avail­
able for getting local talk done. They also shape and reshape the goals o f situated ac­
tion. The actions consequently become intimately bound up with the operations; they 
are both bound together over time and by action. The process o f reflexivity occurs as 
teenagers seek to make those practically accomplished actions legitimate, working to 
revise and reproduce their accounts so that they are recognisably ordered.
In the AT framework, this reflexive process is shown in the genesis of both the 
operations and actions. The operations’ elements develop so that they are integrated 
into and come to reflect the structures at the higher levels. The material tools no longer 
serve to simply manage and organise ordinary talk in non-conscious ways, they come
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to achieve specific goals in talk that are non-consciously, or unconsciously, performed. 
Specifically, they become the means to accomplish the management and organisation 
o f a conversation’s topic and participation status. So much a part o f such accomplish­
ments, the tools enter into those commonsense understandings o f how local, ordinary 
talk gets done. Thus the phone, with its particular features, is routinely available for 
these accomplishments— the phone’s presence and place in talk goes unquestioned 
and is unremarkable.
The phone-mediated actions evolve reflexively through their mediating ele­
ments. Mediating the relationship between the subjects and the object, the methods for 
managing topic and participation status are internalised or automated. For instance, 
the taken for granted use of the phone to change topics or the sharing o f a phone with 
an other to produce a subordinate exchange become sanctioned as ways to hold one’s 
actions to account. Such actions are seen to be wholly warranted, ‘natural’ occurrences 
that need no explanation. The social rules and statuses constituted through the actions 
confer order upon the occasions. In doing so, they allow the phone-mediated actions to 
be seen to be legitimately performed and thus accountable. The orderly ways in which 
topic management or the organisation o f participation status get done provide a means 
for both demonstrating the accomplishment o f such methods and ‘testing-out’ as to 
whether they were done so in ‘good enough’ fashion.
The changes occur because contradictions arise in the accomplishment o f action. 
In using their phones in local talk, teenagers must continuously try to make sense of 
their actions, taking in, reworking and reproducing all those local contingencies so that 
they are made orderly and accountable in ways that are ‘good enough’ . Contradictions 
are, in effect, conflicts between the generalised methods, rules or statuses o f an ac­
tion and those specifics that do not fit with the ‘model’ and that unexpectedly ‘pop-up’ 
when things get done. I will return to contradictions and their relationship to change in 
the activity system later in this chapter.
The end result o f the reflexive process, in which the elements o f both operations 
and actions become bound together, can be depicted in a combined system of opera­
tions and actions. The phone-mediated operations come to constitute taken for granted 
ways in which local talk is managed and organised. The use o f the phone’s material 
and interactive features make available particular methods for managing and organis­
ing the topic o f talk, thereby giving rise to particular social rales and divisions of la­
bour (F ig . 10. 1e). Similarly, the phone’s features come to make available methods for
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managing and organising the participation status o f  local talk, giving rise to their own  
distinct sets o f  rules and divisions o f  labour (F ig . 10. I f).
phone to 
manage/organise 
topic
phone user co-proximate 
talk
new topic, 
change in topic, 
side topic
phone as co-present speaker,
warranted peers hearer,
(sub-)topic, (sub-)topic initiator
phone for & members
topic deviation
F ig u r e  IO .Ie . Evolved operations/actions. 
Mediated by phone-based methods used to 
manage and organise topic.
phone to 
manage/organise 
participation status
phone user include & exclude 
co-present
co-proximate 
talk
phone to co-present speaker,
display peers hearer,
participation bystander/
status onlooker
F ig u re  IO .If . Evolved operations/actions. 
Mediated by phone-based methods used to 
manage and organise participation status.
Systems of practice
As presented in Chapter 8, the methods that have been covered thus far and that 
have been shown to manage and organise the conversations between teenagers in or­
derly ways can be thought o f as invoking forms of talk that are covert and that may 
be subversive in nature. Through the reflexive process that was described above, the 
described actions become a means to accomplish concealed and subordinate interac­
tions, i.e., talk with covert intent. This then serves to invoke a system of practices that 
enable talk that covertly resists the orderly progress of conversation; that is, it invokes 
a wider system o f activity in which are encompassed various methods for localised 
forms o f subversion.
The system of practices, or praxis, through which local forms o f subversion 
are accomplished can be thought o f as having its own structure. It can, if  you like, 
be thought o f as a system o f methods with pre-existing, culturally and historically 
evolved social structures. The methodologies mediate the activity, further managing 
how actions and operations are made accountable. The rules that local acts o f subver­
sion are subject to mediate the relationship between the teenagers and their larger so­
cial networks. Right and proper ways o f subverting orderly conduct are presupposed. 
Also, established social roles are set into place. Those in resistance, or the subversives, 
are positioned against the upholders o f an occasion’s orderly state o f affairs.
Through the AT framework, we see that the phone-mediated actions develop so 
that their elements, including their goals, come to be shaped by the occasion. These
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actions invoke a high-level system of activity because their elements are subject to the 
same composition and constraints as the activity’s pre-existing structures. Crucially, it 
is not that the activity system is produced or brought in to being from the assembled 
actions. Rather, the system of activity that encompasses localised, practical acts of 
subversion— with its methods, rules and divisions o f labour— occurs in a form that 
pre-exists for teenagers. It makes up a system o f practices that are there for teenagers 
to sanction their actions— that is, to make them accountable.
Depicted diagrammatically, the invoked system represents a high-level interac­
tion between the elements o f localised subversive activity (Fig. 10. 1g). The elements 
remain grounded in the practical accomplishment of talk and, specifically, talk me­
diated by the mobile phone. Thus, the social structures— the tertiary artefacts (i.e., 
methodologies), social rules and divisions o f labour— are tightly constrained by the 
phone and how it is used to manage and organise the topic and participation status of 
local talk. The activity system’s motive, to subvert face-to-face talk, is also produced 
through phone-mediated actions.
F ig u r e  IO.Ig. Pre-existing activity system. 
Invoked through occasioned, phone-medi­
ated talk.
phone to 
manage/organise 
topic & participation status
phone user
rules for 
phone in 
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concealed talk
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talk
participants 
in talk, 
co-present others
covert
subordinate
interchange
(localised
subversion)
Commonsense understandings
The social structures that constitute the practices o f localised subversion are 
seen to be part o f teenagers’ commonsense understandings. They are those phenomena 
of teenagers’ lives that are taken-for-granted and exist as the rational and orderly ways 
in which subversion gets done. Collectively, these commonsense methods comprise 
the methods needed for subversion to occur.
Thus, the situated actions o f managing topic and participation status first invoke 
commonsense understandings o f the ways things are done— how subversion gets 
done— and then these understandings assert themselves so that they ‘ colour’ the way 
occasioned actions are made observable and accountable. In a sense, there comes to be
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no other way o f seeing the action. This is illustrated in Alice’s comparison between the 
use o f paper and the phone to share a message:
Alice: Cause with the paper it’s more obvious that you’ ve got- you ’re writing
something about somebody or is- you ’re sharing some kind o f  secret 
or something. But with a phone whoever’s around you w ill just assume 
that she’s looking at a text message.
In terms o f the AT framework, the ‘colouring’ o f actions and their elements by 
the upper-level system o f practices, or praxis, is shown, yet again, in the evolving re­
ordering and reproduction o f the topic and participation status elements (F ig 10. 1h). 
For example, the tertiary artefacts— those methods that encompass the know-how of 
subversion— that were first invoked performing these actions subsequently come to 
give the secondary artefacts quite a different meaning; they now become the practical 
tools o f subversion— the commonsensical ways in which subversion is practically ac­
complished. The action’s rales and divisions o f labour are also recast. They become 
understood as constituents o f the localised acts o f subversion, providing evidence of 
their legitimate accomplishment. The activity’s object comes to be understood as more 
than face-to-face talk; it comes to symbolise social order and that which is to be re­
sisted through local acts o f subversion.
F ig u r e  IO .Ih . Activity system. 'methodologies' for
Where commonsense understandings come covert, subordinate
to shape the practical accomplishment of 
phone-mediated talk.
rules of social network subversives, 
resistance network's
members
Activity System
As a result o f the complex interaction between the activity system’s elements, 
the invoked system of practices abstract the concrete phone-mediated operations and 
actions, so that their meanings can be quite distinct from those that are determined 
by the physical and interactive constraints o f the phone. Through its use, the phone 
becomes a tool for participating in talk that is covert and subordinate to a wider group 
conversation or discussion. Phone-mediated actions— through their methods, rales and 
roles— can thus evolve in quite different ways that are not an immediate result of the
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phone’s material characteristics. They can come to take on or accumulate those taken- 
for-granted knowings and understandings that arise through the acts o f subversion and 
the invoked systems of practice. Thus, actions can be explicitly directed to accomplish 
local acts o f subversion (e.g. F ig. 10. I i). Phone users can set out to manage and order 
their actions with the explicit intent to subvert the order o f an occasion.
F ig u r e  10 .1 i . Action with explicit intent to phone in
subvert local talk. concealed,
sub-topical talk
phone user \  co-proximate
talk
rules for co-present participants in
phone in peers concealed talk,
resistant talk co-present others
subvert 
order of 
occasion
This reaffirms that localised, phone-mediated actions and operations can come 
to be recast by the invoked system of practices. The process, however, is dialectic. The 
actions can also have an impact on what it is to do subversion. Essentially, at the activ­
ity level, the act o f subversion is not a thing o f permanence. It too undergoes change. 
As subversive actions are produced and reproduced, interpreted and reinterpreted, 
they can change the way subversion is commonly understood and what it means to 
legitimately accomplish subversion. The rules, roles and methodologies o f subversion 
thus evolve from conflicts within and between activity systems. What is a legitimate 
from o f subversion is bom out o f the conflicts between past and present doings of the 
activity and its relationship to other groups’ doings. The later production of the ‘other’ 
and its ceremonial ‘put-down’ is exemplified in Susie’s derisory comments on ‘sporty 
baseball cap sort of people’ .
Susie: You know how you ’ve  got the sort o f  sporty baseball cap sort o f  peo­
ple? And they all sort o f  swagger around anyway. And so the phone just 
becomes part o f  that sort o f  swaggering around... And so it might not 
necessarily be a part o f  all the ‘me- and-my-phone’ . It might just be that 
it fits in with their personality ((as she talks she gestures and mimics the 
swaggering and the holding o f  phones that these people do)),
A lex: So what is this sporty baseball cap people?
Susie: W ell you know you can get people in Adidas trousers and trainers and a
top and a baseball cap like that ((gestures cap pointing forward)).
Paul: It ’s just a certain sort o f  image and the phone...
Susie: It ’s just the swagger that goes with it. ((Susie and Lauren laugh)).
Chicken up the bum... ((more laughing))
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The sense o f what constitutes or what does not constitute local acts o f subver­
sion is under constant reappraisal through such accounts. Importantly though, that 
class o f methods used to display subversion remains relatively stable; reassessed are 
the particulars of an occasion and their legitimacy or illegitimacy with respect to the 
methods. It is through this stable understanding of such a class o f methods that teen­
agers are able to see how it is that subversion is done in a legitimate fashion. Only 
through significant social and cultural change can the methods o f subversion be al­
tered or revised.
This high-level, reflexive process maps out the complex and intimately con­
nected elements of the activity system. It reveals how the culturally evolved practices 
of subversion are subject to change; how, practically, mediated action has its part to 
play in those cultural, commonsense understandings of how subversion gets done. 
Significantly, the high-level activity must be under significant pressure for the lower- 
levels to affect change. Contradictions must exist between the activity’s elements that 
cause it to be susceptible to its subordinate actions and operations.
Learning & Development
B efore going on to contemplate how such a system o f phone-mediated activity 
might inform design, I want to show how the presented depiction can be used to reveal 
the role contradictions, and, specifically, those that are tool-related, play in social de­
velopment. Although not comprehensive, my hope is that such an insight will offer the 
basis for determining where and how technologies both succeed and fail and where 
they might be better designed to support the practical accomplishment of situated ac­
tion. In the presented activity system, the development o f the phone-mediated actions 
and the role contradictions play can be seen in terms of Engestrom’s (1987) three 
phases of expansive learning.
In the first sub-phase, the artefacts o f an action are said to be developed anew 
due to tensions, or primary contradictions between the contained elements (F ig .
10.2a ). In the case o f the phone as a mediating artefact, primary contradictions exist 
between the technical and the social and between the individual and the collective 
unconscious. These revolve around the objects under tension—the physical and social 
worlds. The material and technological features o f the phone— its at handidness in 
conversations and its capacity to display newsworthy subject matter—have thus been 
re-interpreted by teenagers so as to make their talk observable in particular ways. The
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phone’s material constraints are transformed to meet that wholly social goal o f situ­
ated action: to make accomplishments demonstrably ordered and rational. The phone 
thus gives rise to methods seeking to incorporate the technical (in this case the mate­
rial and interactive) into the teenagers’ social lives. These methods are repeatedly tried 
and tested so that talk, mediated by the phone, is continually being made accountable 
in ways that are contingent upon the occasion.
F ig u r e  10.2a . Primary contradictions in
first sub-phase o f expansion. V_ technical
vs. social
o ' \ oV .  individual physical *
vs. collective vs. social
Rather than a limitation, however, the phone’s material constraints, along with 
its use in social settings, offer the first steps in traversing a zone o f proximal develop­
ment. That is, through their use in social contexts, they offer particular ways, some 
new, in which actions can be performed. The development, or expansion, occurs be­
cause the social occasion, mediated by the phone, provides for new ways of explain­
ing the meaning o f talk. In line with Vygotsky’s explanation, the zone of proximal 
development is bounded by the social, but crucially is also, to some extent, reliant on 
the phone’s physical and interactive properties. Thus the mutual sharing o f the phone 
becomes something that can be seen as subversive not only because o f the motives 
teenagers might have but also because the phone’s features, such as its size, allow it to 
be used as a tool to perform the locally subversive act.
In the second sub-phase, the methods used to make action accountable gradually 
come to be systematically applied and generalised. The methods become habitual and 
come to be the taken for granted means by which particular forms o f talk get done. 
Specifically, through the use o f the phone, they provide for new ways to accomplish 
the management and organisation o f topic and participation status.
This process o f extension and change occurs because o f secondary contradic­
tions between the elements o f the phone-mediated actions (Fig. 10.2b ) .  The techno­
logical value of the phone, bound up in the new methods, is placed in conflict with the 
actions’ societal elements. That is, a contradiction arises between the value the phone 
has as a technological solution and its social value for the collective that use it. A  tran­
sition occurs through particular ‘work’ done by the collective. In the case o f phone
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talk, this work is accomplished through the use o f the phone. The phone evolves into 
a tool that, in the most taken for granted sense, organises and manages topic and par­
ticipation status in talk. What was initially, a purely technical solution consequently 
becomes tightly interwoven with the life o f the collective. The rules and division of 
labour of the collective alter, through the phone and its methods, so that they come to 
mediate how local talk is practically accomplished.
F ig u r e  10 .2b . Secondary contradictions in  phone-mediated
second sub-phase o f expansion.
social peers div.of
rules labour
The third sub-phase is brought about by a tertiary contradiction between the 
object/motive o f existing activities and the object/motive of the new activity (F ig . 
10.2c). Above and beyond the practical accomplishment of the phone-mediated ac­
tions, the methods or instruments used to manage talk do not serve to meet any known 
about, existing motive belonging to the collective; the management and organisation 
o f topic and participation status are not, in and of themselves, motives that are explic­
itly meaningful to teenagers as a community. For teenagers, one existing motive that 
may be recognised as important revolves around the object o f social networks. This 
motive has the general aim o f establishing and cementing friendships or rivalries.
The transformation in this sub-phase might be seen to occur because teenagers 
seek to resolve the disparity between their collection o f phone-mediated actions and 
their motive to build and maintain social networks. In practice, this results in teenag­
ers choosing to account for their phone-mediated forms of talk in terms of ‘doing’ 
social networks. This gets instantiated by using methods to differentiate between 
the groups— to cement friendships by engaging in talk that reaffirms an ‘ in-group’s’ 
bonds and subverts the ongoing, observable actions being done by those ‘outside’ 
that group. Notably, the process of absorbing the methods o f localised, phone-medi­
ated subversion into teenagers’ wider system of activities incurs numerous quaternary 
contradictions between the elements o f the various structures. I will not go into detail
methods
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here, however, as these contradictions are not immediately relevant to those aspects of 
design that I will attend to next.
manage/organise 
topic & 
participation status
social co-present div.of
rules peers labour
methodologies 
for mediating 
social networks
peer(s) JL____\  social
/ \  / \  network
social collective div.of
rules labour
Design
H a v in g  briefly explained how the phone has contributed to particular develop­
ments in teenagers’ activities, I would now like to turn our attention to design. The 
features o f an artefact, or technological tool, have an integral role in the accomplish­
ment o f actions and activities. Several steps are needed to suggest what future tech­
nological features might be implemented and how they might serve to support (or 
hinder) these actions and activities. To identify problems with existing technologies, 
disturbances in the ordinary accomplishment of situated actions must be located. It 
must then be determined whether these disturbances result in breakdowns, i.e., sec­
ondary contradictions between the tool and the goals/motives o f the actions and activi­
ties. Crucially, breakdowns must be identified to reveal where features have failed to 
support the accomplishment o f particular actions or activities. Both contradictions and 
breakdowns should also be assessed to determine whether they indicate a technologi­
cal tool has room for improvement.
For the purposes o f illustration, I will attend to three contradictions that arise in 
the activity system worked up in this chapter. Each contradiction occurs in one of the 
first three levels o f contradiction— i.e., primary, secondary and tertiary. My aim here 
will be to show how, by revealing conflicts in the practical accomplishment of phone-
F ig u r e  10.2c. Tertiaiy contradiction 
in third sub-phase o f expansion.
phone-mediated
methods
phone user co-proximate 
talk
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mediated actions, suggestions for future designs can be raised. Importantly, I hope to 
show that seeing the conflicts in terms o f the depicted activity system allows technolo­
gies to be systematically considered with respect to the rich qualitative interpretations 
of teenager’s phone-mediated talk reported in Chapter 8.
Primary contradiction
One practical problem that arises in sharing messages covertly is that there is al­
ways the possibility o f being ‘ found out’ . As with the scrap o f paper, the text message 
provides a durable testament to an exchange. In Chapter 7, we saw this may be one 
reason for its apparent value amongst teenagers. However, in the case o f a subversive 
exchange, it also provides evidence o f wrongdoing. The fieldwork data indicates there 
are at least three ways in which teenagers have managed this problem. One method 
is simply to delete incriminating messages. Another is to use the message composi­
tion screen as a temporary display, where messages can be written, passed between 
conversants and then cleared. Furthermore, to reduce the chance o f a subversive ex­
change being noticed, local message sharing is made ambiguous by using the phone’s 
physical characteristics so that they appear to necessitate intimate proximity between 
conversants.
Notably, these solutions were not intended in the design o f mobile phones: mes­
sages are ‘designed’ to be deleted because o f memory restrictions; the composition 
screen is meant, purely, as a means to compose messages to be delivered over the 
network; and the phone is designed to be small in size so that it is portable and at- 
hand. Teenagers, however, seem to have leamt and adopted practical means to manage 
private and in some cases subversive messaging through these features. In short, they 
have overcome three distinct breakdowns that arise in using the technological tool to 
mediate talk.
Seen in terms o f the AT framework, the problem of keeping messages hidden or 
private amounts to a primary contradiction (F ig . 10.3a ). The contradiction exists with­
in the mediating artefact, between its technological and social functions. On the one 
hand, the technological features o f the phone are designed to achieve mechanical op­
erations, subject to material and physical constraints— the phone has a limited mem­
ory capacity, it is meant as a device to transfer information over a wireless network 
and is designed to be portable and at-hand. However, when the phone gets used in 
everyday occasions, the influence o f the social collective comes to have an impact on
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its use in teenagers’ routine accomplishments. The specific goals for using the phone 
become evident—the phone is no longer seen as a technology for distributed commu­
nication, but comes to serve as a device to covertly engage in local, subordinate talk. 
These local acts of phone-mediated subversion are subject to social rules ordering how 
such exchanges are practically accomplished— subversive talk must be divisive and 
must also be seen to be so. This evokes particular roles or divisions o f labour— those 
present at an occasion fall into the roles o f those participating in the subversive act and 
either bystanders or those subject to the subversion.
F ig u r e  10.3a . Primary contradiction 6
in message sharing resulting in three V_ technical: memory,wireless comms., size/design
breakdowns. vs.
social: permanence, demonstrable, ambiguous
phone user co-proximate
talk
Seeing teenagers’ phone use within such a system of activity offers some insight 
into design possibilities. As I have noted, the primary contradiction bought about by 
the conflict between the technological and social has given rise to particular phone- 
mediated methods that mediate subversive activities; teenagers have developed novel 
ways to use the phone to participate in exchanges that are concealed and subordinate 
to ongoing talk. However, these methods have evolved despite the phone’s design, not 
because o f it. To consider how the phone might better support the accomplishment of 
the subversive act, it is instructive to look in more detail at how teenagers have over­
come the three breakdowns I have identified.
First, the deletion of a message can be seen as a means to conceal the content 
o f a subordinate exchange. The action is undertaken because one rule o f subversion 
is that the exchange should be covert or hidden. Phones, in their current form, do not 
offer a facility to prevent access to messages, so the only way to ensure they remain 
concealed is to delete them. This, however, partially dismisses another rule, which 
is that a covert exchange must be observable, in some form, to other members par­
ticipating in the subversion so that it can be properly sanctioned— evidence o f the 
subversive act is lost once the message is deleted. One simple technical solution to 
this breakdown is to design a mechanism for locking messages. However, this raises 
a further problem or contradiction. Locked messages are still available as symbols o f
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implied subversion if  they are seen, by others, as explicitly hidden. It goes contrary to 
the rule that those subject to the subversion should have the subversive act concealed 
from them. Attention to the breakdown discussed next offers what is possibly a more 
elegant solution.
The use o f the text composition screen to temporarily display a message to a 
contiguous member o f an occasion resolves a breakdown in the capacity the device 
has to exchange information to others who are also present. The method overcomes 
the cost o f the commodity— sending the text message over the network— and in doing 
so serves to provide social value. Specifically, in terms o f subversion, it provides a 
means to share information that is concealed and subordinate to wider, ongoing talk. 
The method also ensures that the message must be deleted so that the evidence of any 
subversive content is destroyed. However, as well as raising the contradiction above, 
where sanctionable proof o f the exchange is lost, the method also ensures that the sub­
versive act is only fleeting, so that, once the text has been cleared, the act is unable to 
be reproduced or re-enacted some other time or with someone else. In essence, it lim­
its those who can be party to the subversion and can contribute to the divisions that are 
sought to be sustained between teenagers’ social groups. Thus a contradiction exists 
between the phone-mediated method and the divisions of labour at the activity level.
The third breakdown is overcome by relying on the ambiguity o f phone-medi­
ated talk. The subject matter o f any talk about the phone or through it is ambiguous 
because the sharing o f a phone’s content, such as a text message, is seen as nothing 
out-of-the-ordinary or special and recognised as something that could pertain to all 
manner o f topical matters. Furthermore, those sharing a message are seen to have a 
legitimate reason to participate in subordinate exchanges because the phone’s design 
and its potential for displaying newsworthy content warrant it; they afford an intimate 
exchange because the small size o f the phone means that newsworthy information dis­
played on the phone must necessarily be shared in close proximity. Consequently, any 
suspicion o f subversion is generally unwarranted.
A  technological solution is thus called for that supports local exchanges of mes­
sages that can be permanently stored but shared in an ambiguous way. One possibil­
ity for exchanging messages locally has already been offered in the previous chapter. 
That is, messages might be transferred through bringing phones into close proximity 
or by physically touching the phones together. This solution might be extended so that 
messages that are exchanged can remain hidden, thus resolving the problem of hav­
C hapter Ten  221
ing content, or locked messages, visible to all. Such a solution might be designed to 
operate so that messages are only revealed when particular phones are in contact with 
one another or within close proximity. Messages could be made visible to particular 
people’s phones stored in an address book so that when they are brought near these 
phones the messages are shared. This would cement teenagers’ social groupings and 
permit messages to be exchanged locally whilst concealing messages’ content from 
bystanders.
To make this form of sharing ambiguous, a further feature that might be added 
to mobile phone’s is the capacity to display content across multiple screens. Thus, two 
phones brought into contact could be configured to display one phone’s content on the 
two screens. This feature could be designed to work across two or more phones and to 
display ‘hidden’ messages across multiple screens. Offering this feature would provide 
teenagers with a legitimate reason to bring their phones together. As with the sharing 
o f a single phone, it would also make the reason for the exchange ambiguous.
Secondary contradiction
A  further, more subtle, problem is evident in both the analysis and data. The 
problem arises because o f a conflict between the apparent need teenagers have to dem­
onstrate their resistance against ‘ outside’ groups and the need for subversive content 
and practices to remain concealed. In practical terms, this means that teenagers who 
work to subvert occasions using the mobile phone face two opposing goals. On the 
one hand, they aim to make their actions observable so that they can be held to ac­
count and shown to be subversive— resistance is only valued if  it is observably dem­
onstrated and seen to accomplish subversion in sanctioned ways. On the other hand, 
teenagers aim, in part, to conceal their subordinate, phone-mediated exchanges. They 
aim to conceal them from particular members present in an occasion such as teachers 
in the classroom or adversaries in the school canteen.
In terms o f the AT framework, this conflict constitutes a secondary contradiction 
(F ig . 10.3b ). A  conflict exists between the phone-mediated methods used to mange 
local talk and the constituted goals o f subversive actions. The methods used to ac­
complish local forms o f subversion are required to meet two apparently contradictory 
goals. They are required to make subversion observable and thus accountable but at 
the same time conceal the act from particular members of an occasion.
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F ig u r e  10.3b. Secondary contradiction 
in subordinate and covert sharing o f mes 
sages.
As I have noted, phone users appear to manage this problem, in part, by rely­
ing on the ambiguity o f mobile phone use. Thus, the subversive act is made apparent 
to the other(s) engaged in the subordinate talk but left open to interpretation for those 
present but not engaged. The problem is also countered through established rules of 
conduct when performing particular acts o f subversion. Particular methods for ac­
complishing subversion have become observably recognisable. For example, ways 
of holding the phone and posturing in places such as the classroom are recognised as 
subversive acts by those in the ‘know’ ; there are, in essence, socially sanctioned meth­
ods for demonstrating subversion via the phone.
A  problem that these methods reveal is that local forms o f subversion can only 
be made clear to those who are observing the act or who are immediately next to the 
person displaying the phone content. I f  a phone user wishes to include others who are 
present but not in view o f the phone’s display, there must be some certainty that they 
are attending to the act, understand the sanctioned rules and can decipher its ambigu­
ity.
With respect to design, these problems indicate an opportunity for considering 
new features for the mobile phone that allow subordinate and covert talk to be directed 
to others who are co-present, but not physically contiguous or directly attending to 
the interchange. One possibility is to design a solution that incorporates a messaging 
system, where messages with subversive content may be sent to nearby peers without 
detection. To remain ambiguous, this would require a solution that allows messages to 
be composed and sent with ease and a minimal amount of attention needed to interact 
with the device. Such a system might rely on simple gestures, so that basic content 
could be composed using the thumb or finger on a phone’s touch sensitive display. It 
might also be designed so that commands could be given with gestures. For example, 
to send a message, an arrow-like mark might be made on the phone’s display. The di­
rection o f the arrow, or that the phone is pointed in, might also indicate in which direc-
phone-mediated
methods
subordinate/
concealed
talk
social
rules
peers div.of
labour
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tion the message is to be sent. Such functions would serve to conceal the subversive
Thus, a friend across the classroom or canteen table could be included in an exchange 
without it being obvious to the others present; the exchange is made ambiguous, but 
the content is made clear to the recipient regardless of whether they are paying direct 
attention or are in close proximity to the sender.
Tertiary contradiction
The third and last contradiction I will raise here is between two motives that 
arise in the evolving activity system (F ig 10.3c). A s we have seen, the methods for 
managing and organising local conversation via the phone invoke an activity that’s 
motive is to participate in concealed and subordinate talk. Through the methods that 
are made available via the phone, this motive is achieved in orderly and systematic 
ways. For example, there are ordered and sanctioned means by which a message is 
used to initiate a subordinate exchange. The orderly accomplishment o f the activity’s 
motive, however, conflicts with one motive in teenagers’ subversive activities, which 
is to demonstrate resistance through disrupting the recognised order o f an occasion. 
Teenagers seek to reveal their resistance through disorder, using orderly methods of 
their own.
F ig u r e  10 .3c . Tertiary contradiction phone-mediated
between the motives o f subversive methods
act but also provide the ability to include others not immediately near to the exchange.
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In the case of mobile phone use, teenagers resolve this tertiary contradiction 
by positioning their methods as unique and, for all intents and puiposes, ‘owned’ by
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them. Their accounts o f phone-mediated actions serve to differentiate themselves from 
others by revealing that particular forms o f common knowledge are only available to 
exclusive membership groups. This knowledge is made exclusive because it is only 
sanctioned and used legitimately amongst members of particular groups. The use of 
abbreviations in text messaging is a case in point. For example, as teenagers some­
times point out, adults are excluded from doing ‘texting’ (as teenagers do it) because 
they are simply unaware o f its nuances and the right and proper ways to ‘do’ text com­
position. The use of abbreviations by adults is further seen to be unwarranted so that if 
adults do attempt to use them they can be easily admonished. The following accounts 
from Jackie and Alice demonstrate how abbreviations are used to distinguish between 
social groups and offer a means to order and stratify group relationships.
Jackie: Like if you were talking to your mum you wouldn’t write ‘CU’ . You’d 
have to write ‘See:: you::’ ((extends the time saying the words to dis­
tinguish)). But if you’re talking to your friends then you write ‘cuL8r’ 
because they understand it as well, they’re like the same sort of... They 
understand the phones more than the parents do.
Alice: I have to spell everything out for my mum. For my sister I have to spell
out almost everything... With my friends, with some of them, I can just 
write ten random words and they know everything that I ’m frying to 
say. And there’s some of them where I still have to abbreviate, but less 
than...
The comments made by Susie, Lauren and Paul also serve to distinguish them­
selves from adults (in this case their parents) by highlighting the incompetent use of 
mobile phones by their parents.
Susie: No. My parents can’t cope at all. But then they don’t own a phone so
it’s completely alien to them.
Lauren : My dad can’t.
Paul: No, my mum can’t even turn on the computer ((laughs)).
Lauren : My dad has one but it’s for his business and he absolutely hates cause 
it’s always ringing. And I keep telling him to turn it off and he says ‘oh,
I’ve got to earn the money so I can pay the little one’s school fees!’
Because both my little brother and sister go to private school and my 
sister’s at uni so it’s a nightmare.
Both these excerpts indicate the work that teenagers perform to make their ac­
tions exclusive. They show how sanctioned methods for accomplishing actions can be 
setup to position particular social groups as outsiders.
The social sanctioning of ways of ‘doing’ resistance or subversion can also 
serve to differentiate between groups. As we saw in Susie’s comments about ‘ sporty
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baseball cap sort o f people’ , some orderly methods o f demonstrating resistance can 
be deemed as overly apparent losing the required subtlety needed for subversion. The 
posturing and gestures made using the phone by some groups of teenagers can thus 
result in derisory comments where the performed methods and their actors are slated 
as too obvious or crude. The “disorder” needed to accomplish subversion thus requires 
special work by teenagers, where sufficient resistance must be carefully constructed so 
that it is not seen to be overly produced nor accessible or warranted for all and sundry.
Placed in the AT framework, this tertiary contradiction is seen to give rise to par­
ticular social rules in what might be seen as an activity system that combines the two 
apparently opposing motives. Generally, these rules demark how the subordinate, con­
cealed exchange o f information is achieved, by way of the phone, so that it remains 
exclusive to a group. Thus, there are rules o f exclusivity as well as the means to sanc­
tion the methods used to subvert talk.
Attending to the mobile phone’s design, several features o f the phone are al­
ready used to manage these rules for subversive talk. For one, by having the capacity 
to store newsworthy content, the phone provides for topical talk that can be exclusive. 
As noted, a reason to make talk exclusive is immediately warranted by showing a re­
ceived or stored message to a nearby person. Moreover, if  the subject material refers 
to a topic only known amongst a select few, exclusivity is, in a sense, pre-arranged 
and provides the possibility for divisions among those in the present occasion. The 
moral order o f friendships is also played out through the phone and used to make talk 
exclusive. Teenagers learn to know that there are some people’s phones and messages 
they are allowed to look at and read. Such terms are granted through friendships and, 
as described in Chapter 7, through locally negotiated ‘contracts’ based on the recipro­
cal give and take between peers. These negotiations serve to include or exclude the 
members of an occasion and allow the rights o f access to a phone’s content to be used 
as a means to manage the business of the subversive act.
These examples indicate that the orderly means to demonstrate resistance are 
negotiated in the occasion and subject to the contingencies o f the occasion. Teenagers 
use the resources at their disposal that they know to be divisive for an occasion. The 
resources are, thus, not fixed in their meaning. Rather, their contribution to the sub­
versive act is coordinated and managed on an as-needed basis. As resources, phones 
and their content can be designed to assist in the development o f rules o f exclusivity 
and the rights to sanctioned methods. In short, teenagers construct rights o f access
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in which particular groups or subgroups are given privileged positions with which to 
demonstrate their resistance. The key then to the phone’s part in these practices and 
specifically in resolving the contradiction between orderly subversion and the demon­
strable ‘disorder’ o f resistance is that it allows all manner of things to be ‘owned’ and 
kept intimate between privileged peoples; the phone’s content, its use in sanctioned 
methods and the rules that order those methods are all available as devices to include 
or exclude people from participating in the orderly accomplishment o f locally subver­
sive talk and are used in such a way that the access to any form of resistance is seen to 
have exclusive rights.
For design, this suggests that subversive talk is partly made available through 
those features of the phone that allow such access rights to be locally managed and 
negotiated. A  design feature that might serve to contribute to this practice is one that 
provides for inclusion in or exclusion from concealed subordinate talk mediated by the 
phone. During the observational fieldwork, it was noticed that some teenagers placed 
their phones on their sides with the screen pointing towards them. According to the 
participants who were interviewed, this was done so that incoming messages would 
be noticed on screen when the ringer was switched off or when the ambient noise pre­
vented the ringing from being heard. Such placement of the phone might also be used 
to demark the boundaries in which a subordinate message exchange might occur. Thus 
a user with a phone that is placed outside o f the ‘marked’ area might be prevented 
from sending a message to the positioned phone. Access would have to be negoti­
ated either by movement of the phone, or movement by the sender into the demarked 
boundaries. Noticeably, the exclusion and potential for subversion is achieved in the 
most casual o f ways— through the placement of the phone— but effectively serves as 
a marker of exclusion. In some respects, the importance is not in the prevention of the 
exchange o f messages, but in the symbol this serves. It is, for all intents and purposes, 
in a particular situation, a symbol o f defiance or resistance against those outside the 
boundary. It is reminiscent of the simple crossing o f arms— it serves to cordon off 
one’s social proximity to an occasion, but is open to negotiation.
Summary
In this chapter, I have sought to show how the qualitative analysis o f teenag­
ers’ phone-mediated talk can be depicted in terms o f the AT framework. Specifically, I 
have shown how teenagers’ methods o f subversive talk that are mediated by the phone
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can be depicted within a structured system of activity. This system, I have revealed, 
unfolds and develops through inner contradictions within and between the elements of 
the system and can be seen to occur over three sub-phases o f learning. By focusing on 
these sub-phases and their corresponding contradictions, teenagers’ localised acts of 
subversion have been shown to be closely tied to particular features and characteristics 
o f the mobile phone.
I have also aimed to reveal how attention given to contradictions and arising 
breakdowns in the depicted activity system can be used to systematically produce a 
number of design suggestions. I have demonstrated how three contradictions— one 
primary, one secondary and one tertiary— and their respective breakdowns can help 
to locate the potential for improvements in mediating technological tools. The design 
suggestions are offered as examples o f how breakdowns in activity can be overcome 
through modifying the mediating tools. They are also meant to illustrate how specific 
designs can be contextualised with respect to a system o f activity, where social as well 
as technical constraints are considered.
(Footnotes)
1 In the analysis in Chapter 8, 1 have chosen to present two methods for managing conver­
sational talk. Although these are not thought to be complete in their coverage, they satisfy 
our needs here, which are primarily concerned with illustrating the systematic depiction of 
qualitative data.
ii. Discussion & Conclusions
22 8
In the first section o f this concluding chapter, I assess the application of the 
AT framework presented in the previous chapters. I comment on some strengths and 
weaknesses of the framework as it has been applied to the naturalistic descriptions of 
teenage mobile phone use. First, I judge the use of the framework against the eight cri­
teria I laid out in the Methods chapter. I then go on to describe my overall impressions 
of AT, making a number o f general remarks about its application as an approach to 
design. In particular, I comment on the depiction of AT as an overarching theoretical 
framework. I suggest that it may be more useful to select components of AT to use in 
specifying design rather than to adopt it in its entirety as a conceptual framework for 
design.
In the final section, I draw a number o f general conclusions from the research 
presented in this thesis and discuss the thesis as a whole. I examine the theoretical 
work put into developing the presented activity theory framework and note a number 
o f deficiencies in the research. To conclude, I also consider some of the problems that 
arose in carrying out the empirical work and suggest that a broadly encompassing set 
o f 1 sociological reasonings’ may potentially be useful for developing understandings 
of technology-use and informing design.
The Assessment o f the Activity Theory Framework
A t the beginning o f this thesis I made the claim that the design fields of HCI 
and CSCW lack a clearly defined and systematic way to use the results o f naturalistic 
studies to inform design. I suggested that several approaches to design are unable to 
accommodate naturalistic descriptions for three reasons. Either, (1) they were not in­
tended to account for the complexity and diversity o f human activity; (2), they do not 
offer methods for incorporating the rich and detailed qualitative descriptions produced 
through naturalistic investigations; or (3) they provide little in the way o f systematic 
methods for eliciting design implications. I went onto propose that activity theoiy 
may provide the theoretical framework with which to bridge the apparent gap between 
naturalistic studies and design. Through an extension to the framework, I sought to 
reveal how naturalistic descriptions might be methodically incorporated into the AT 
structures and, subsequently, how design suggestions could be produced.
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In this section, I assess whether the extended activity theory framework suc­
ceeds in informing design through the use o f naturalistic descriptions. To do this,
I apply the eight criteria I outlined in Chapter 6 to the empirical work presented in 
Chapters 9 and 10. As a reminder, the questions posed through the eight criteria can 
read as follows:
Does the activity theory framework:
1. provide systematic means to incorporate naturalistic descriptions
2. attend to both the detail o f situated action and its larger social/cultural context
3. account for the idiosyncratic nature o f human activity
4. view technology as a socially constituted artefact
5. provide a means to produce clearly defined design suggestions
6. offer a means of evaluating designs in terms of the studied social/work settings
7. offer a theoretically self-sufficient means to inform design
8. provide a cost effective means to inform design 
Below, these questions are considered in greater detail.
1. Provide systematic means to incorporate naturalistic descriptions
In both Chapters 9 and 10, we see that the proposed AT framework offers a sys­
tematic means for incorporating naturalistic descriptions. This is achieved, in a six 
phase procedure, by populating the AT framework structures from the operation-level 
up.
In the first three phases, descriptions are initially set into the low-level subject- 
tool-goal structure, then depicted at the action-level, where social structures come into 
play, and finally revealed to operate reflexively so that the individual operations and 
actions are shown to both assemble and demonstrate the ways in which actions get 
done. For instance, in Chapter 9 the text messaging operations— to deliver, receive 
and reply— are shown to be ‘worked-up’, through teenagers’ routine accomplishments, 
so that they come to have social value. In a systematic process, we see, first, how 
low-level operations are constrained by the material and interactive limitations o f the 
phone and its text messaging features. We then see that these constrained operations 
offer a means by which teenagers can make their conduct observably ordered and ac­
countable to the situation at large, i.e., to their peers. Finally, we see how the phone-
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mediated operations and actions come to be understood, by teenagers, as the ordinary, 
everyday achievements that make up mobile phone use.
The last three phases abstract from the locally accomplished operations and ac­
tions. First, the operations and actions are seen to invoke a super-ordinate system of 
practices that is aligned towards an overall motive and subject to pre-existing social 
structures. The methods that mediate the invoked system of practices are then un­
derstood to ‘colour’ the locally accomplished actions and operations so that they are 
recast and come to be seen in ways that are not a result, solely, o f the physical and 
material features o f an occasion. Rather, they are coloured by the commonsense un­
derstandings that are made available to a community through the invoked system of 
practices. Finally, the local operations and actions, and the invoked system of practices 
are placed within an overarching activity system. This system reveals the reflexive 
character o f an activity in which social structures can, ( 1), be invoked by an occasion’s 
actions; (2), come to recast them; and (3), be reconstituted by contradictions within 
and between the three levels o f operation, action and activity.
In Chapter 10, for instance, we see how the systematic use o f the last three phas­
es can depict how teenagers’ conversations through and about phones invoke an activ­
ity system with the motive o f achieving localised acts of subversion. Teenagers’ con­
versations, mediated by the phone, are shown, first, to invoke a system o f locally sub­
versive practices with pre-existing, distinct social rules and divisions o f labour. These 
practices are then shown to reflect back on talk so that various locally accomplished 
actions are seen as taken for granted ways o f doing subversion. Finally, the practices 
are shown to make up a larger activity system that has an overriding influence on how 
local forms of phone-mediated talk are understood and accomplished, but that can also 
be influenced, over time, through contradictions that exist between the low-level ele­
ments o f actions and operations and higher-level cultural factors.
The work presented in Chapters 9 and 10 indicates that naturalistic descriptions 
can be successfully incorporated into the AT framework. O f course, no final judge­
ment can be made from just two attempts to use the framework and, admittedly, the 
common domain o f study for the two sets o f analyses may have been a reason for it 
succeeding in both cases. A  key point to be made here, however, is that the activity 
theory framework appears to be applicable to different forms o f qualitative naturalistic 
description. The interpretive work undertaken in both the social exchange and subver­
sive talk analyses were of quite a different order and attended to distinctly different
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topics o f teenagers’ mobile phone use. Despite these differences though, they both ap­
pear to have been successfully incorporated into the framework through the methodi­
cal application o f the six phases described above. Thus, although no strong conclusion 
can be drawn on the general suitability o f the AT framework for incorporating natu­
ralistic descriptions, it seems fair to say that it has the capacity to deal with forms o f 
analyses that attend to differing levels o f detail.
There are at least four reasons why I was able to successfully incoiporate the 
descriptions o f teenagers’ phone-mediated activities into the AT framework, First, 
and perhaps most importantly, the AT framework allowed me to retain the essential 
features o f the thick naturalistic descriptions. This was achieved by way o f the frame­
work’s capacity to accommodate those structures that are constituted and sustained in 
social contexts, such as the social nouns, rules and statuses that mediate an occasion. 
So, for example, rather than obscuring the nuances of phone-mediated conversations 
between teenagers, the AT framework was able depict the rules that get used to engage 
in such forms o f talk and the orderly ways in which they are structured.
The second reason was the framework’s ability to work at the three levels of 
abstraction, i.e., the levels o f operation, action and activity. This allowed elements 
ranging from the fine-grained detail o f phone-mediated actions to the higher-level 
social practices to be accommodated, whilst displaying distinct relationships between 
them. Thus, the framework was able to depict how the use o f abbreviations in text 
messaging could be understood within the larger context o f the practices of exchange.
The third reason was that the AT framework was able to capture the changing 
and evolving nature of the teenagers’ phone-mediated activities described in the natu­
ralistic accounts. By systematically depicting the dialectic relationship between and 
within the three activity levels, the framework allowed the developments that occur 
over time to be represented. For example, through an understanding o f the dialectic 
relationship between actions and systems of practice, the AT framework was able to 
depict the changing status of topic management from an unremarkable resource in talk 
to a means to negotiate localised forms o f subversion.
The fourth reason for the framework’s success in accommodating naturalistic 
descriptions was its ability to take into account the varied ways in which actions are 
performed in social contexts. Through the AT framework, I was able to depict how 
teenagers’ phone-mediated activities are restricted by the mediating material and so-
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cial structures in such a way that the operations and actions could be seen as open for 
negotiation under certain constraints. Thus, the key notion o f mediation built into the 
framework allowed me to accommodate the hugely rich and variable uses of phones 
by teenagers. For instance, through an appreciation of the ‘mediationaP role o f arte­
facts, the framework enabled me to depict how the limitations o f the text messaging 
system influenced the particular sorts o f social achievements that could be accom­
plished, without having to declare any restricted and formalised sets o f operations that 
must be performed to participate in text messaging.
I will attend to some of these attributes o f the AT framework in further detail 
in discussing the following criteria. I point them out at this stage to convey how the 
AT framework has distinct qualities that allow it to incorporate descriptions produced 
from naturalistic studies.
2. Attend to both the detail o f situated action and its larger social/cultural context
As I have already suggested, the activity theory framework is able to depict both 
the detailed actions and the larger social contexts described in naturalistic accounts.
In the modelling exercises presented in Chapters 9 and 10, we see that the actions 
that teenagers perform with their phones can be shown to operate within and amongst 
higher-level social structures. From the interpretive accounts that work up the prac­
tices of exchange, then, we see that the AT framework can be used to depict ordinary, 
routine operations, such as the use o f abbreviations, alongside the invoked social 
structures of exchange and reciprocity, such as the norms and divisions o f labour that 
mediate gift-giving. Similarly, in attending to the forms of local talk, teenagers’ mech­
anisms for ordering talk are successfully depicted in terms o f the structures of subver­
sion. Notably, the practices o f exchange and subversion can be thought o f as structures 
themselves that are social and, possibly, cultural in nature because they are comprised 
of that ‘machinery’ that is available to ‘ordinary society’ time and again.
The AT framework is able to handle both the detail of action and the larger 
social/cultural contexts through its recognition o f the inediational role tools and social 
structures play in the accomplishment o f activity. In depicting activity as mediated 
by material tools and social structures, the framework allows both operations and ac­
tions to be understood as achievements that are socially and culturally influenced. This 
is because it views tools and structures as carrying with them particular social and 
cultural histories that have the potential to shape and direct activity. For example, the
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structures in talk that provide for topic management and participant status are seen as 
bound to the practices o f subversion. Thus, the use teenagers make o f phones to man­
age topic and participant status can be understood to invoke the larger social and cul­
tural practices o f subversion.
The presence o f the three levels o f the activity system also ensures that locally 
performed operations and actions can be depicted and do not get obscured by the high- 
level social and cultural representations. The three levels allow both operations and 
actions to be depicted as part o f the overarching, culturally imbued activity system.
3. Account for the idiosyncratic nature o f human activity
It was the AT framework’s capacity to abstract from low-level actions and op­
erations whilst retaining an overarching system of practices (praxis) that allowed me 
to accommodate the irregular and heterogeneous ways in which teenagers use their 
phones. The use o f the activity theory framework did not dictate, specifically, how 
teenagers’ achieved the goals for which they were motivated, but rather indicated how 
they may have assembled and ordered operations and actions so that they could partic­
ipate in common, phone-mediated practices. The operations and actions were viewed 
as resources that might be brought to bear within the constraints o f the activity system 
and not laid out as the specific means by which phones are used.
In Chapters 9 and 10, we see that through this view of operations and actions 
the framework is able to account for the idiosyncratic uses o f mobile phones amongst 
teenagers. For example, the practices o f exchange are not seen to dictate the specific 
operations and actions that must be performed to compose a message. Instead, they 
allow for various methods o f composition to be used— using, for instance, abbrevia­
tions or particular uses o f language— that might give meaning to the message and craft 
it into a gift. The operations and actions are free to vaiy in so far as they remain con­
strained by the limitations o f the phone’s text entry system and the setting in which the 
composition is perfonned. Similarly, the practices o f subversion do not prescribe the 
specific operations and actions that are required so that a member o f a setting might 
be excluded from participating in local talk. Rather, they have an impact on how the 
phone may be used to produce the orderly accomplishments that constitute a locally 
subversive act.
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4. View technology as a socially constituted artefact
In the modelling o f the naturalistic descriptions it is evident that the AT frame­
work is able to capture the socially constituted nature o f technological artefacts. 
Through the dialectic and evolving relationships between the elements o f the depicted 
activity systems, the teenagers’ understandings of the mobile phone are shown to be 
produced and reproduced. The tension between the material and social is played out 
repeatedly so that understandings of the phone are continually being transformed 
and constituted to operate within contexts. These transformations occur because o f 
disturbances or contradictions in the ordinary ‘script’ (Engestrom, 1999a) o f the teen­
agers’ actions and activities. Thus, the phone is constituted through phone-mediated 
activities— various meanings and understandings of the phone are contested through 
conflicts and breakdowns within and between the three levels o f operation, action and 
activity.
In the social exchange analysis, for example, we see that the difficulties with 
text entry on a mobile phone have been collectively reinterpreted so that they are seen 
as a means to express particular shared meanings. The use o f abbreviations, originally 
used to get around the problems o f text entry, come to provide a means to make mes­
sages special. The AT framework is able to demonstrate that, through a disturbance in 
message composition, breakdowns occur which, over time, give rise to a reordering of 
the activity system so that the text entry system is imderstood as a tool for participat­
ing in gift giving. The limitations o f the messaging system thus come to be shown in a 
different light in that the phone is depicted as a means to craft messages into gifts.
5. Provide a means to produce clearly defined design suggestions
In revealing how disturbances and breakdowns are fundamental to AT and its 
basis in learning and development, Engestrom (1987), and to a lesser extent Bodker 
(1991b), have offered a mechanism for exploring the possibilities for future sys­
tems. By relying on Engestrom’s work on disturbances and contradictions, I reveal in 
Chapters 9 and 10 that the AT framework offers a systematic means to produce design 
suggestions. First, disturbances indicate where the possibilities lie for expansion in 
teenagers’ phone use and how this expansion is realised. For example, the contradic­
tion between the technological value and social value o f the phone is shown to bring 
about a transition, so that the phone is not just seen as a mechanical device able to
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support distributed communication, but also as a tool to manage and organise the topic 
o f local talk and participation status in face-to-face conversations.
In locating those conflicts and breakdowns that offer the opportunity for devel­
opment (or expansion), disturbances also provided a means to consider new features 
for the phone. In the analyses, teenagers’ activities were scrutinised to discover what 
phone-mediated methods succeeded or failed to resolve the various contradictions that 
were identified. The teenagers’ methods were used to determine how a phone might 
be designed to better support existing social practices and operate according to the so­
cially constituted rules and divisions of labour. For instance, an analysis o f the phone- 
mediated methods teenagers use to make talk ambiguous and to conceal its content 
helped to define a number of design suggestions. The way in which teenagers lean 
over the phone and share message content between phones suggested that the display 
of messages could be managed through proximity to others— so that ‘hidden’ messag­
es might only be made visible when phones touched or were in close proximity. Such 
a feature would be subject to particular rules to do with concealment, temporality and 
ambiguity.
My success in raising such design suggestions using the AT framework owes 
much to the unearthing o f disturbances and contradictions. I found the way in which 
disturbances are discovered provided a valuable mechanism for uncovering design 
possibilities and how they may impact on their context o f use. It is notable that Turner, 
Turner, and Horton (1999) make a similar point in their attempts to elicit require­
ments from ethnographic descriptions. These authors maintain that it is the work by 
Engestrom (1987), in which he tightly integrates the notions o f disturbances and ex­
pansive learning, that provides the basis for systematically producing design require­
ments. Engestrom’s ideas offer a means with which to consider technological designs 
in terms of the larger social context and, importantly, do so in a way that is consistent 
with activity theory’s theoretical underpinnings.
There are two related concerns I have with the AT framework’s capacity to pro­
duce design suggestions that I wish to raise at this point, however. The first is that the 
design suggestions that I was able to arrive at through the modelling exercises were 
relatively modest. For the most part, they can be seen as general pointers towards fu­
ture designs. What is arguably absent from at least some o f the suggestions is the spe­
cific detail necessary to implement technologies. As I will suggest later, this deficiency
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might be resolved i f  the framework were to be combined with other design techniques 
that aim to produce specific design specifications.
The second concern is with the form in which the design suggestions were pro­
duced. Relying on qualitative, naturalistic descriptions, I was restricted in how I was 
able to, one, derive design suggestions and, two, articulate them. As I have made clear, 
the design suggestions were developed through an interpretative exercise in which 
the qualitative descriptions were modelled so as to produce ideas for design solu­
tions. Due to the nature o f the descriptions that were modelled, what I was not able 
to do was identify any benchmarks or quantitative performance criteria. Arguably, 
such quantitative measures are not suitable or indeed beneficial for all types of de­
sign; for instance they may not directly contribute to innovative or exploratory design. 
However, as we shall see next, there are reasons why they might be thought of as a 
crucial element in design.
6. Offer a means o f evaluating designs in terms of the studied social/work settings
Due to the practical constraints placed on this research (discussed in Chapter 6), 
I was not able to implement any o f the design suggestions and, thus, nor was I able 
to evaluate them. At this stage, what I wish to do in considering this criterion is to 
contemplate what the AT framework has to offer in terms o f evaluation and consider 
whether this may implicitly serve as a means to evaluate the designs in the context of 
their settings.
In Chapter 3 ,1 outlined two broadly differing although not mutually exclusive 
approaches to evaluation that have been suggested in the AT literature. One, coopera­
tive prototyping, is tied to the participatory design cycle (Bodker, 1991b; Greenbaum 
& Kyng, 1991). Rather than view evaluation as a separate entity in design, this ap­
proach actively involves users in the design process and, throughout the design cycle, 
iteratively assess designs (in the form of mock-ups and prototypes). Ideally, the 
systems, if  sufficiently robust, are trialled in real use situations. The AT framework 
is used to identify any conflicts or breakdowns that result from the prototype under 
development and offers an indication o f how it might be modified. Although this ap­
proach is not seen as theoretically bound to AT, it is viewed as compatible with its 
overall analytical stance— particularly, in terms o f learning processes (Bodker & 
Gronbsek, 1998).
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The second more theoretically grounded approach is to evaluate systems based 
on the models that have arisen from the analytical work used to inform design. Thus 
the models developed through the use o f the AT framework are redeployed to evalu­
ate an implemented system (e.g., Kuutti & Arvonen, 1992). Generally speaking, in the 
early stages o f design, the structures used in the AT framework offer a means to model 
the implementation o f a new system (Kuutti, 1991). In evaluation, the implementation 
o f the system is reflected upon and consolidated with respect to the models. Writing o f 
innovative learning in work teams, Engestrom (1999b) describes this cycle in broader 
terms. He regards innovative work (and design) as an expansive cycle in which theo­
ries are generated, models devised and implemented, and new processes reflected on 
and consolidated.
Both these approaches show promise with regards to design and, specifically, 
evaluation. It is the second that I believe is most suited to the present research and that 
would thus offer a means for evaluating the suggested designs. The first, cooperative 
prototyping, requires a complete commitment to the participatory design process and 
consequently, in some respects, limits the contribution naturalistic studies are able to 
make. With its emphasis on modelling naturalistic descriptions, the analytical work 
presented in this thesis has more in common with the second model building and test­
ing approach to evaluation. In modelling the descriptions o f teenagers’ use of phones, 
the models of activity have been constructed. They can consequently be used to reflect 
upon and evaluate the designs, once implemented. They are also available as tools for 
eliciting further design implications and suggestions.
What is notably absent from this second approach, however, is a way to judge 
whether the designs, if  implemented, would produce measurable improvements. That 
is, there are no benchmarks or criteria for setting or measuring performance. In con­
ventional approaches to design and evaluation, quantitative measures have been re­
garded as an essential tool for predicting and judging productivity. Despite their appar­
ently infrequent use in interactive system design (Newman & Taylor, 1999), they are 
thought to provide the most effective indicator o f a system’s success (Hudson, John, 
Knudsen, & Byme, 1999; John, 1996).
Although my use of the AT framework and any use o f the ‘modelling’ approach 
to evaluation might be criticised on these grounds, there is a strong argument posed in 
the AT literature to suggest that the measures o f performance that have been common­
ly used in interactive systems design (and their associated methods) may be ineffectu-
al because they rely on a poor appreciation of how work is successfully accomplished 
in real world settings. Key to the AT framework, though, is the view that technologies, 
and more generally tools, are seen to be part o f a larger system o f (often collaborative) 
activity in which development and learning occurs. Activities are not thought o f in 
terms o f the achievement o f particular tasks at measurable speeds or at certain levels 
o f performance. Such low-level concerns are thought not to be indicative o f the over­
arching motives that guide activity.
AT thus sidesteps the performance criteria debate, characterising tool-meditated 
actions as related to the ongoing processes o f development and expansion in social ac­
tivity and not simply in terms o f quantitative measures of individual-machine task per­
formance. In tackling the frameworks’ epistemological foundations, Kuutti captures 
the essence o f AT’s object of interest and its apparent indifference to quantification:
The quantitative methods of “rigorous research” may be suitable for finding 
the quantitatively dominant and average features of the phenomenon being 
studied. But if the object of study is a developmental process, it is difficult, if not 
impossible to identify the emerging new features in this way. But it is precisely 
in these new, exceptional aspects that the newly created phenomena manifest 
themselves, and it is these which are crucial for a real understanding of the 
ongoing process of development. (Kuutti, 1991, p. 540)
The crucial point here is not that quantitative methods are incapable of measur­
ing and sometimes predicting change; this is, o f course, one o f their primary aims.
The point is rather that quantitative methods are designed around the measurement of 
specific phenomena and are not, generally, open to uncovering “ features” that have 
yet to be discovered. Thus, the AT framework is indifferent to the quantification of 
human-machine performance because, as Kuutti suggests, such efforts loose sight of 
the continually changing physical and social conditions that mediate activity and their 
relationships to one another. In short, they reduce technology-mediated activity to the 
level o f operations and neglect the higher-levels of the activity system that must be 
considered if  the use o f a technology is to be properly understood.
7. Offer a theoretically self-sufficient means to inform design
As I discussed in Chapter 6, it is evident from the theoretical work described 
earlier that the extended AT framework has not offered an entirely self-sufficient 
means to inform design. First, in the theoretical work (Chapter 5) and then in the ap­
plication o f the framework (Chapters 9 and 10), considerable use was made o f an eth­
nomethodological orientation to position the descriptions so that they could be viewed
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in terms o f the AT framework. By and large, the ethnomethodological orientation 
helped to pin down the rules and statuses that mediate teenagers’ use o f phones and 
how these are socially constituted. It also served to capture the reflexivity or the dia­
lectical role situated actions have in teenagers’ routine accomplishments.
This use of ethnomethodology may appear theoretically problematic. The ex­
tended AT framework, because o f its reliance on the apparently divergent position 
ethnomethodology advocates, may appear to be an unsatisfactory solution to the prob­
lem of using naturalistic descriptions to inform design. However, this only becomes 
an issue i f  AT is proposed as a complete theoretical solution. Unfortunately, as I will 
discuss later, such a position is implied in some o f the literature surrounding AT and 
systems design (Bodker, 1991b; Nardi, 1996b). Although it is recognised that AT is 
still under development, the indication made is that all the necessary elements are 
available from within its theoretical underpinnings to develop a complete theoretical 
solution that can be appropriated for design; with respect to design, AT is portrayed as 
a self-contained solution (Kuutti, 1991).
Such a suggestion is hardly credible. It is evident that the framework offers a 
comprehensive and increasingly thorough model o f human activity and development. 
However, by no means should it be claimed that it provides all the necessary tools 
required to undertake design. Its theoretical origins are undeniably removed from the 
project o f design and, as we have seen, its mechanisms for generating design require­
ments and evaluating designs are still under development. As a framework for describ­
ing the processes o f learning, development and thought, it also seems unlikely that it 
could offer a theoretical basis from which to interpret the findings from naturalistic 
descriptions, I will return to this issue o f AT as an overarching theoretical framework 
later in this chapter.
With such thoughts in mind, the use made o f ethnomethodology in extending the 
AT framework should not be seen as a weakness. Rather, AT’s supposed ‘symmetry’ 
with the ethnomethodological orientation— an orientation regularly deployed in de­
sign— should be viewed as a positive feature. For practical purposes, the framework’s 
compatibility with ethnomethodology (as well as approaches such as participatory 
design) should be considered strengths in a field where the use o f collections of ap­
proaches and theories are routine.
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8. Provide a cost effective means to inform design
In its current form, the application o f the proposed AT framework required a 
great deal o f effort. To model the descriptions produced of teenagers’ mobile phone 
use, considerable knowledge o f AT and the ethnomethodological orientation were 
needed. A  great deal of time was also required for exploring the possible routes the 
framework made available. In practical terms, I felt as though the two attempts I 
made at using the extended framework were undertaken, in part, to iron out the vari­
ous points o f difficulty in its application. I found myself frequently having to move 
between modelling the descriptions and redeveloping the theoretical features of the 
framework.
In effect, the theory grew through a gradual process in which I might first test 
out a possible line o f attack and, in response to the result, augment the theoiy. For ex­
ample, much of my initial effort was put into getting to grips with AT’s nomenclature 
and attempting to find a way to make it ‘fit’ with the findings that emerged through 
the field work. The ethnomethodological orientation was turned to gradually as I at­
tempted to align the data with AT’s structures and reflected upon the difficulties I had 
with this: ethnomethodology appeared to be in keeping with the detailed data that was 
being collected and appeared to have several key points o f convergence with the AT 
framework (see Suchman, 2000). Much o f my time was given to constructing and re­
constructing coherent theoretical unions between AT and ethnomethodology and then 
revisiting the data to assess whether they enabled me to model what I saw to be the 
primary findings revealed in the naturalistic descriptions.
Given this practical approach to the research, I believe that to some extent the 
work presented here is a theory building exercise and thus it is not entirely fair to 
judge the application o f the framework for the apparent costs involved. It seems fair 
to assume that with further use o f the framework, a more straightforward procedure 
could be fashioned. With more effort put into its development, I also believe a less 
theoretically ‘heavy’ method could be devised where the steps needed would be more 
clearly defined and less laden with theoretical contemplation and explanation.
General remarks on the activity theory framework
In sum, the proposed AT framework has done reasonably well in terms of the 
eight criteria. First, through the use o f an ethnomethodological orientation and through 
the defined modelling phases, it appears to offer a systematic and methodical means to
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accommodate the naturalistic descriptions produced from the study o f teenage mobile 
phone users. It also does well to capture the heterogeneous and socially constituted na­
ture of mediated operations and actions within teenagers’ larger socio-cultural practic­
es. Less clear is the framework’s capacity to inform design. Arguably, there appear to 
be theoretically consistent methods for producing design suggestions and evaluation. 
However, these have not been thoroughly tested in this thesis or, as far as I am aware, 
in AT research more generally.
From the use o f AT in this study then, it would appear that the proposed AT 
framework has the potential to bridge the gap between naturalistic studies of technol­
ogy-in-use and design. Further effort is undoubtedly needed to clarify some of the 
theoretical elements o f the framework and to reduce the effort needed to frame the de­
scriptions. Clarification is needed, for example, o f the precise role ethnomethodology 
plays in the framework presented. Having developed a theoretical basis, could it be 
that much of the ethnomethodological work drawn into the arguments in Chapter 6 
may now be dispensed with— leaving just those constructs that enable the descriptions 
to be positioned within the AT structures. Such a simplification, as well as reduction of 
effort in modelling the descriptions, might be achieved, at least to some extent, by pro­
viding a more explicit description o f the points of convergence between an ethnometh­
odological orientation and AT.
Additional research is also required to clarify how design can be systematically 
informed through the use o f disturbances, contradictions and breakdowns. My own 
use o f these concepts has relied heavily 011 the distinguished works o f Engestrom 
(1987) and Bodker’s (1991b). These works, however, focus, by and large, on the role 
disturbances, contradictions and breakdowns have on the organisational make-up of 
an activity system and not directly on the implications they might have for design 
(Kuutti, 1991; Turner & Turner, 2001). Thus, the ideas presented here should be seen 
as an early contribution to the explicit use o f the concepts for design. The process in 
which they are used deserves a more thorough and precise description.
A  further point related to AT’s role in design is whether the framework allows 
for the design of technologies that are totally new, rather than incremental improve­
ments over existing systems. The design suggestions I have presented in Chapters 9 
and 10 show how the AT framework is able to draw on naturalistic descriptions to in­
form the redesign or augmentation o f current mobile phones. A  question that deserves
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further investigation is whether something quite different to mobile phones could be 
suggested from the sorts o f modelling AT involves.
To my mind, the main issue here is whether the modelling done with natural­
istic descriptions o f mobile phone use can be applied more broadly. It is my opinion 
that there are grounds to believe it could be. One o f AT’s strengths is that it is able 
to abstract from low-level operations and actions, that are mediated by specific tech­
nologies, to higher-level, structured socio-cultural practices. This allows activity to 
be thought of not just in terms of technology-mediated actions, but also with respect 
to larger and arguably more persistent social and cultural practices. Such abstraction 
could potentially point towards other kinds of technologies that might operate within 
the constraints o f the activity system. It could provide a means o f contemplating how 
activities might be achieved in various ways, including through different technologies. 
There is evidence to suggest that people base their interactions with new technolo­
gies on their previous experiences in social, human-human relations (Reeves & Nass, 
1996). It follows that the understandings o f social and cultural structures garnered 
through AT could provide insights into what and how new technologies might be used. 
With debates in the literature over the methods available for both invention and incre­
mental design (Bellotti, 1988; Laurel, 1989; Nielsen & Aboulafia, 1993; Whittaker, 
Terveen, & Nardi, 2000), further investigation into AT’s contribution with respect to 
the problems of incremental design versus ‘ invention’ could prove valuable.
Finally, with the omission of any evaluation of the design suggestions, it is clear 
that work is needed to determine a viable method o f evaluation that is consistent with 
the AT framework. As I described above, there are two approaches that have been 
under investigation in the AT literature that entail methods for assessing the benefits a 
design might bring to an activity system. Despite this work, however, the research into 
AT has yet to attend, specifically, to the problems of evaluation. It would thus seem 
appropriate for both the approaches I have described to be examined more thoroughly 
as well as other possible options to be explored.
Activity theory as an overarching theoretical framework
Although AT has shown promise in a number of the areas I have explored, to 
conclude this discussion I must raise a serious concern I have with the application of 
the AT framework. In using the framework, I found it to be unwieldy and sometimes 
awkward to apply to the descriptions o f teenagers’ phone-mediated activities. Similar
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comments have been made about the application o f AT elsewhere in the literature, 
e.g., Macaulay, et al. (2000). In some cases, for reasons o f consistency, I felt that the 
framework compelled me to impose an organisational structure on the fieldwork de­
scriptions that seemed overly complex and heavy-handed. For example, the modelling 
of the ‘send’ , ‘receive’ and ‘reply’ actions in text messaging, presented in Chapter 9, 
appeared unreasonably complicated for what are, in practical terms, three straightfor­
ward tasks.
It may be true that in an initial exploration such as this, detailed analysis was 
required to properly work out how the framework could be applied to the levels of op­
eration, action and activity. It may also be true that given time, the cumbersome mod­
elling schemes might be simplified. However, the concern I wish to raise here is more 
to do with the imposition of an overarching theory. In my presentation of AT, I have 
indicated that it offers the basic principles necessary to assemble a complete frame­
work for design that aims to provide the methods for both modelling data and inform­
ing design— what might be termed the ‘strong programme’ of AT in design. Similar 
suggestions, as I claimed earlier, have been made, either implicitly or explicitly, in the 
AT literature (see, for example, Bodker, 1991b; Draper, 1992; Kuutti, 1991; Nardi, 
1996b). The basis for this claim is that AT is built upon some foundational assump­
tions o f human consciousness and socially constituted behaviour and thus has a strong 
position from which to consider people’s understandings and uses o f technology.
It is my thinking, however, that it is the commitment to this view of an 
overarching solution and its theoretical foundations that makes AT so demanding and 
cumbersome to use for the purposes o f design. To my mind, the demands that result 
fi*om such a commitment make an AT approach to design an unlikely solution in the 
workaday business o f design. In essence, these demands require that all the details o f 
technology-mediated activity must be understood and depicted to operate within AT’s 
structures. This imposes not only demands on time, in a business that aims to mini­
mise development times, but also requires a great deal of analytical work— something 
Rogers (forthcoming) has shown to be a major deterrent for practitioners in interactive 
system design.
The design \toolbox’
Given that the conclusions in this Chapter indicate that the AT framework 
provides some valuable tools for modelling data and coming up with design sugges­
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tions, a resolution to this concern maybe to consider how particular elements o f the 
framework might be drawn on for the practical purposes o f design. Thus, AT might be 
thought o f as a collection of ‘ tools’ that do not demand strict adherence to its theoreti­
cal foundations, but offer practical techniques that may be combined with other ana­
lytical and design methods.
Efforts have been made to draw parallels between or to combine AT with other 
theoretical orientations, but with a few exceptions (e.g., Star, 1998), these have aimed 
to incorporate the orientations into the AT’s framework rather than select specific com­
ponents from the framework that might be useful to design. Engestrom and Escalante, 
for example, have used Latour’s (1987) actor-network theory as a “ source of ideas 
for activity theory” (Engestrom & Escalante, 1996, p. 339) in their assessment of an 
electronic kiosk. Criticising actor-network theory for its lack o f attention to the detail 
o f concrete actions and activities, and poor recognition of the “dialogical interactions” 
that occur in real-world situations between people, Engestrom and Escalante propose 
that ‘networks’ be seen in terms o f the “ inner dynamics, contradictions, and dialogi­
cal interactions within the activity systems” (1996, p. 365). They have thus revi\sed 
(or possiblydisassembled) actor-network theory, realigning it with the vocabulary and 
foundations o f AT.
Perhaps more modest, my suggestion is that the modelling and design tools 
made available in AT may contribute to a type o f ‘toolbox’ approach. My argu­
ment is similar in principle to Shapiro’s (1994) in his comments on the use of 
ethnomethodology in design. Shapiro argues that the rigorous commitment to theo­
retical and methodological schemes is misplaced in systems design because “when 
we are concerned with matters in the real world [such as design], theoretically-based 
critiques are simply not a sound enough basis for rejecting contributions which might 
be useful” (1994, p. 421). Shapiro’s solution is to propose hybrid forms o f “ interdisci­
plinary” work, where methods and theories are drawn on for the distinct and relevant 
“core propositions” they can bring to bear on a design problem.
In a similar vein to Shapiro then, I am proposing that the ‘strong programme’ o f 
AT in design be given less emphasis, and AT’s methods be drawn into a conceptually 
rich and varied toolbox that is able to contribute to practical design. This would leave 
designers and researchers with a broad array o f methodological and theoretical tools 
and allow them to select the appropriate tools for the job at hand.
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In support of an “armoury” o f design tools, Turner and Turner (2001) recognise 
the need for the techniques encompassed in AT (and in particular the use o f contra­
dictions) to be made more ‘usable’ to practitioners unfamiliar with AT’s theoretical 
underpinnings. They suggest that AT’s concepts be integrated “ into current practice 
rather than requiring practitioners to acquire an entirely new set o f techniques and vo­
cabulary” (ibid., p. 13). Even though Bodker is in favour of a reformulation o f systems 
design based on AT, she also recognises that in practical design “ instruments [or tools] 
must... be chosen depending on the material conditions o f the situation” and that de­
signers should “be able to handle numerous types of design instruments to emphasise 
different aspects o f the outcome o f design” (1991a, pp. 558-559). Thus, recognising 
the broad and diverse problems faced in systems design, Bodker acknowledges that 
AT must work with existing tools. She refrains however from describing the design 
tools that AT might contribute to.
Kaptelinin, Nardi and Macaulay (1999) have attempted, specifically, to provide 
a design tool “shaped” by activity theory that is to be used in combination with other 
techniques. The tool is made up o f a “Checklist” in which the hierarchical structure of 
activity, its ‘object-orientedness’ , artefact mediation, the internal and external nature 
o f cognition (or consciousness), and developmental transformations are all attended 
to. This goes someway to offering practitioners a practical and usable means to apply 
some of AT’s principles to system design. However, as one o f the authors readily ad­
mits, the tool was not designed to be used with ethnographic investigations (Macaulay 
et al., 2000) and when applied in this context it offers, at best, an informal guide that 
can be dipped into when needed by field study researchers who are hesitant about their 
objectives in the field.
In considering the “core propositions” o f AT that have been brought to the fore 
in this research, there are four ‘tools’ that might be used to add to or compliment the 
AT Checklist so that it is better equipped to manage the details inherent in ethnograph­
ic investigations. Given the topic o f research in this thesis, these are concerned specifi­
cally with the use o f naturalistic descriptions to inform design.
First, there is the structural apparatus o f AT, which offers a means to model low- 
level, actions and operations. This allows the rich and detailed descriptions o f locally 
performed actions to be depicted using a systematic and common procedure so that 
they might be more penetrable for designers than the textual accounts routinely pro­
duced in ethnographically oriented naturalistic studies.
Second, there is the provision the structural apparatus makes for higher-level 
social practices. The ability to depict these practices allows consideration to be given 
to the broader social and cultural contexts that are affected by and affect the use o f 
technology and thus provide a systematic means for designers to represent computer- 
mediated, social activity.
Third, there is the capacity to account for change through AT’s development and 
learning cycles. This allows designers to think of technologies as dynamic objects that 
can come to be used differently over time and in different contexts.
Fourth, AT provides a means to consider the problems that arise because of tech­
nology and how designs might be altered or introduced to overcome these problems 
and promote change. Through the use o f disturbances and their origins in contradic­
tions and breakdowns designers are provided with a systematic means to identify and 
rectify design problems that are not solely based on performance measures and crite­
ria.
To clarify, I list the four proposed tools below:
i. Tool to model low-level technology-mediated actions and operations described 
in naturalistic descriptions.
ii. Tool to model actions and operations with respect to the wider social and cul­
tural contexts that naturalistic descriptions can reveal.
iii. Tool to depict changing understanding and use o f technology over time and in
different social and cultural contexts.
iv. Tool to derive design suggestions from disruptions to the ‘normal’ course of 
events.
Clearly, each of these four ‘core propositions’ must be worked out further to 
realise how they could be offered as individual components in a design ‘toolbox’ and 
specifically how they might be transformed into practical and usable design tools. 
Work must, o f course, also be done to determine how such tools might operate with 
other techniques and methods and when they should be applied. Importantly, I see this 
suggestion as distinct from the hybrid overarching theoretical approaches summarised 
by Rogers (forthcoming). Rogers describes these approaches as having heavy theoreti­
cal demands and being difficult to apply in practice. The toolbox approach is suggest­
ed as a lightweight alternative in which design practitioners should not feel compelled
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to resolve the conceptual hurdles o f combining tools that have different theoretical 
origins (Barnard, May, Duke, & Duce, 2000; Rogers, forthcoming). Rather it is seen 
as an approach in which the tools have been made accessible and practically applica­
ble for practitioners, and can be combined when they are seen as useful. To my mind, 
this is a viable proposition and the potential exists for the AT tools suggested above 
to be used in combination with other methods and techniques popularised in HCI and 
CSCW.
Take, for example, the ‘tool’ referred to in Point iv., which aims to provide de­
sign suggestions. As we have seen, in its current form, the AT framework serves to 
produce modest design suggestions that can be thought o f as pointers towards specific 
design implications and requirements. It would seem reasonable that the suggestions 
that are raised using AT be subject to more fine-grained analysis. Thought might be 
given, for instance, to how the design suggestions produced from AT could be com­
bined with the research on distributed cognition and design. In distributed cognition, 
it is claimed that cognition is distributed between persons and across the physical en­
vironment. Attention is given to the ways in which activities draw on information dis­
tributed across mental and physical resources. Hutchins (1995) has demonstrated that 
distributed cognition provides a means to model human interactions with technology 
at a fine level o f detail and Norman (1988), amongst others (e.g., Hollan et al., 2000; 
Nardi et al., 1993), has succeeded in showing its applicability to design. This atten­
tion to detail and its relevance to design may well complement what I have shown to 
be AT’s ability to represent larger social and cultural structures and their relationships 
with low-level actions. Although a coordinated approach has yet to be established, 
Nardi (1996b), Decortis, Noirfalise, and Saudelli (2000) and Susi and Ziemke (2001) 
have all gone some way to exploring the possible similarities and differences between 
the two theoretically distinct frameworks and efforts have been made to consider their 
combined role in design (Wood, 1993).
As well as further exploration o f AT’s relationship with approaches such as dis­
tributed cognition, it would also be useful to consider how AT’s ‘tools’ could be used 
to contribute to investigations o f more structured settings. The research presented here 
has focused on rich and diverse social behaviours in particularly “open” sociotechni- 
cal systems (Vicente, 1999). Clearly, there are a large number o f settings— primarily 
work-based—where behaviour is more constrained and aims and motives more clear- 
cut. These may include process control and mission critical work settings, as well as
organisational settings such as healthcare, and legal and financial work. In HCI/CSCW 
research, as well as the human factors literature, there is a great deal o f evidence to 
suggest these environments are highly contingent upon social and cultural factors 
(e.g., Harper, Hughes, & Shapiro, 1989; Heath et al., 1994; Klein, Bigley, & Robert, 
1995; Luff et al., 2000; Reason, 1990; Reason, 1998). Thus the modelling methods in 
AT may offer worthwhile tools to be used alongside some o f the work analysis tech­
niques, such as Rasmussen’s decision ladder o f the abstraction-decomposition mod­
els, for instance (see, for example, Rasmussen et al., 1994).
As a final point, it is worth mentioning that the toolbox approach bears a resem­
blance to contextual inquiry, one o f the design approaches I discussed at the beginning 
o f this thesis in Chapter 3. Contextual inquiry combines a number o f fieldwork and 
modelling techniques— borrowing on and adapting several from existing methods— to 
produce a comprehensive set o f models with which to tackle design. What the tools 
from AT could contribute to this approach is a systematic method for incorporating 
those thick, rich and detailed descriptions produced naturalistic studies. One of the 
main criticisms I levelled against contextual inquiry was its incapacity to incorporate 
such descriptions because o f the focus o f its models on business concerns. The AT 
tools would offer contextual inquiry a broader area o f concern and provide a greater 
capacity to capture what we have seen to be the rich detail naturalistic descriptions can 
provide.
I am reluctant, however, to see contextual inquiry as a potential framework for 
a toolbox approach. Because contextual inquiiy has, in some sense, already set out 
its agenda, I believe it may be too narrowly focused on organisational work settings.
I also see it as prescribing a heavily procedural approach that can reduce the ben­
efits gained from ethnographically informed studies in which findings often emerge 
through data collection in varying and unplanned ways. Contextual inquiry provides 
a toolbox that is less adaptable than I believe it should be and that may prevent de­
signers from adapting to the multifarious design problems they are faced with. In my 
opinion, rather than acting as an overall framework, contextual inquiry has tools of its 
own that it can contribute to the toolbox. Generally, I feel it provides systematic and 
well-structured modelling tools for depicting the gross relationships that exist within 
large organisations.
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General Comments
To conclude this thesis I wish to make some final points about the general strat­
egy of this research, including the limitations of the work and areas o f possible future 
investigation. To begin I wish to consider some issues that relate to the theoretical 
component of this work. I will then turn to the empirical work and comment, broadly, 
on the fieldwork study.
Comments on theoretical work
This thesis presents an investigation o f just one theoretically derived design ap­
proach, namely the AT framework. Although various design approaches have been 
reviewed and referred to, the main contribution o f this thesis is in its investigation of 
AT and its potential use in a design approach that is able to incorporate naturalistic 
descriptions. This specific focus has allowed a thorough examination o f the AT frame­
work and it application to empirically derived data. However, one drawback has been 
that it offers no source of comparison. That is, there is no clear indication o f how well 
the AT framework fares in comparison with other approaches to design that use natu­
ralistic descriptions. This comparative work was not undertaken because of the time 
required for the initial exploration and development of the AT framework. Further 
work should attend to this problem by tackling a design problem with both the frame­
work and an alternative approach.
In hindsight, the considerable time and effort I put into developing the proposed 
AT framework may have been excessive. In particular, my reference to and use of 
ethnomethodology may have been overly detailed and not entirely necessary for the 
practical matters o f design. In the theoretical chapter, Chapter 6, and also in the em­
pirical work in Chapters 9 and 10,1 belaboured the explanation o f the relationship 
between ethnomethodology and AT in an attempt to underscore the theoretical con­
sistency of the proposed framework and to clarify its application. However, in doing 
so I may have fallen foul of the theoretical and epistemological wranglings that, to 
my mind, often cloud HCI’s and CSCW’s primary objective o f design (Barnard et 
al., 2000; Button & Harper, 1996; Landauer, 1993). I am thus not entirely convinced 
o f this thorough theoretical investigation’s contribution to the final product, although 
I hope, as it was intended, it serves to reveal the journey I have made in progressing 
through this thesis.
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Despite my lengthy development and explanation o f the theoretical framework, 
it should not be assumed that I have covered the issues AT faces in their entirety. One 
notable point that is relevant to design is the interesting dual nature implied in AT: as 
it has been derived in Leont’ev’s work, activity is presented as both a subject o f inves­
tigation and as a means o f explanation (Engestrom, 1999a; Kozulin, 1986). In the de­
sign field, this contrast is played out through the use of AT in two distinct perspectives. 
On the one hand AT is used to understand the use o f technology in everyday settings 
and in some cases to inform design. On the other it is used to explain the practice of 
design and in some cases suggest fundamental changes to the design activity itself (see 
recent special issue o f CSCW—-Nardi & Redmiles, 2002). To my mind, these perspec­
tives, at least at a practical level, do not necessarily conflict. In adopting this overall 
view, as Bodker writes, “ [t]he distinction between what we normally call design and 
what we call use seem to vanish or be somewhat blurred” (Bodker, 1991a, p. 556). In 
this research I have refrained from considering the use o f AT as a means to explain the 
design process. That area of research falls outside the scope o f this thesis.
In reference to the personal journey I made in undertaking this PhD, as a final 
point in this section, I wish to note a transition in thinking that occurred during the 
research. My initial interests in the mechanical and cognitive operations performed by 
individual users o f technology were gradually supplanted in my progress through both 
the literature and the fieldwork. I came to see that the mechanistic schemas and mod­
els commonly used to model human behaviour and performance provide only limited 
value in the overall understanding o f people’s interactions with technology. I found 
that, amongst people, there are deeply meaningful social interactions at play that can­
not be articulated using such models.
My attempts at working with AT reflect this transition. It is evident that AT em­
ploys both structures and models that represent behaviour and cognition (or thought). 
However, I have tried to emphasise and draw upon those foundations o f AT that view 
activity as highly contingent upon social context and constituted in complex and var­
ied ways through collective and collaborative interactions. I have thus aimed to inter­
pret AT and its theoretical framework in a way that emphasises the social character of 
activity, and pays less heed to the lower-level aspects o f human action and develop­
ment that the framework encompasses (e.g., Bujarski, Hildebrand-Nilshon, & Kordt, 
1999; Cockton, Clarke, & Gray, 1995). As a slight aside, this orientation may explain 
why the design suggestions that I made in the previous two chapters were relatively
modest and were unable to provide detailed specifications for the suggested designs.
To overcome this limitation, closer attention should be given to considering how AT’s 
explanation of cognition and low-level behaviours might contribute to the design of 
technologies.
Comments on empirical work
The empirical work I have presented in this research has relied on a study o f a 
small group o f students living in an urban area of England. Although, as I made clear 
in the methods chapter o f this thesis, my intention was not to enter into the generalisa­
tion debate, I cannot, to be sure, make claims about what teenagers do in general from 
the study’s results. This thesis has been undertaken as a ‘proof-of-principle’ , if  you 
like, o f the AT framework and its capacity to use qualitative naturalistic descriptions to 
inform design. Despite this limitation, however, I believe the empirical work presented 
provides some compelling and interesting insights into mobile phone use amongst 
teenagers. It also implies that, for teenagers, there may well be both commonalities 
and important differences across technologies. Accepting this, it would seem worth­
while to pursue similar naturalistic studies comparing different regions and socio-eco­
nomic teenage groups in both the UK and abroad. These forms o f comparative work 
are underway from the likes o f corporations such as Ericsson (Loudon, Sacher, & Yu, 
2002; Sacher & Loudon, 2002) and Point Forward (Sacher & Margolis, 2000).
One problem that has yet to be thoroughly tackled is the longer processes of 
change and development in phone use amongst teenagers. Although efforts have been 
made in this research and elsewhere (e.g., Grinter & Eldridge, 2001; Ling, 2001; 
Weilenmann & Larsson, 2001) to present developments in usage, the changes to the 
larger social and cultural landscape have received far less attention. Clearly, activi­
ties based on the use of rapidly developing technologies such as mobile telephones 
are far from static in these broader terms and yet little has been done on the evolution 
of phone use over time. The mobile phone’s relatively recent and rapid uptake is one 
good reason for the apparent lack o f reference to social and cultural developments. 
However, I would argue that there are now particular trends emerging in the sorts of 
activities people engage in with their mobile phones and that these show signs o f de­
livering social and cultural changes. For example, there has been a suggestion that the 
phone has taken on the form o f a “ cultural ornament” , used to display male prowess 
(Lycett & Dunbar, 2000). There have also been a number o f studies exploring the is­
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sues surrounding parental surveillance o f young people through the phone and some 
that question the apparent commonsense assumption that the phone provides a means 
to keep tabs on children (Green, 2001).
Something that might also be considered a problem in the empirical research I 
have presented is the privileged position interview transcripts are given. Clearly, much 
of the interpretive descriptions in Chapters 9 and 10 rely on the teenagers’ accounts 
produced in the interviews. These accounts must be seen as produced for the very 
purpose o f “contriving” data (Silverman, 1993), and thus be understood as only partial 
‘truths’ possibly unrepresentative o f actual phone use; i.e., low on external validity. 
My use o f observations was, in part, an effort to counter this. So too was the analytical 
orientation taken to investigating the interview transcripts. As I have already noted, 
rather than seek to rely on the teenagers’ accounts as explanations o f social practice, 
effort was put into uncovering the commonsense understandings invoked in talk with 
teenagers and how these were visibly produced in the transcripts. Thus the question 
“what is mobile phone use?” was substituted for an inquiry into how particular forms 
of phone use become apparent through teenagers’ talk of and through their phones.
The problem of the external validity o f the interview data was, at least partially, cir­
cumvented because it was the talk of phones itself that became the topic o f investiga­
tion.
This discussion leads to the last general point I wish to raise in this thesis. It 
should be evident that the reasoning employed in the empirical chapters (in particu­
lar Chapter 7, but also 8) produced a number o f interesting insights about teenagers’ 
phone use. Bringing to bear a sociological mindset, I sought to have theories emerge 
through an ongoing dialogue with the study’s data. This dialogue was influenced in 
various ways by efforts made to compare technology-use with those commonplace 
practices and structures prevalent in everyday life (i.e., social exchange and subver­
sion). In a number of ways, I find this form of reasoning hard to pin down. It draws on 
various traditions o f sociological reasoning including structuralism, symbolic interac- 
tionism and phenomenology. However, it uses them in such a way as to remain allied 
to no one tradition in particular. In essence, my approach to analysing the fieldwork 
data in this study was a hybrid one in which I chose to draw on traditions that made 
sense to me and appeared in keeping with the emergent findings.
What I see to be the compelling and intriguing results that arose from this hy­
brid approach, lead me to question whether the ethnomethodological orientation— the
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mainstay in studies o f work and technology— should have such a privileged posi­
tion in interactive system design. It seems likely on reflection that the timeliness o f 
Suchman’s influential work, Plans and Situated Action (1987), rather than any particu­
lar virtue o f ethnomethodology as such, has led to ethnomethodology’s dominance in 
the field in recent years. Along with researchers such as Bannon (1985), who raised 
our awareness o f the importance social context has for design, Suchman not only 
played a large part in introducing an ethnographic or naturalistic stance to studies of 
technology-in-use, but also did much to promote an ethnomethodological orienta­
tion (Anderson, 1997; Dourish & Button, 1998; Heath et al., 2000). It could well 
be that this apparent loyalty to an ethnomethodological orientation is misplaced. I f  
ethnomethodology was given the privileged position it now holds because o f historical 
reasons, it could be that the sorts o f sociological reasonings I employed in this study 
are at least o f equivalent status for the puiposes of understanding the use o f technol­
ogy and informing design. Perhaps the use o f technology in context and its design 
might be fruitfully explored not only from using an ethnomethodological orientation 
but also through alternative methods that have their own longstanding and successfi.il 
traditions in sociology.
Conclusion
In summary, this thesis has aimed to tackle the problem of using qualitative 
descriptions from naturalistic studies to inform design. To bridge the divide between 
naturalistic descriptions and design, a specific approach, based on AT, has been devel­
oped and assessed. The approach has made use o f an ethnomethodological orientation 
so as to enable the detailed descriptions o f everyday actions to be incorporated into 
the three-tiered structures of activity, as it is laid out in AT’s theoretical framework. 
The approach also relies on the concepts o f contradiction and breakdown to provide a 
method for determining the potential for change and eliciting design suggestions.
To assess the approach based on AT, qualitative fieldwork data were collected 
through a naturalistic study o f teenagers and their use o f mobile phones. The data were 
used to produce two accounts o f mobile phone use amongst teenagers. One described 
teenagers’ phone-mediated activities in terms o f social exchange and reciprocity. The 
second detailed the face-to-face talk between teenage mobile phone users and sug­
gested that the phone allows teenagers to participate in local acts o f subversion. Using
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this approach, teenage mobile phone use was modelled and various design suggestions 
were made.
Intended as a proof-of-principle, this research reveals that such an approach has 
the ability to offer a systematic means to use naturalistic descriptions to inform de­
sign. First, it allows naturalistic description to be systematically incorporated into the 
AT’s structures and then for design suggestions to be produced from the systematic 
identification o f contradictions and breakdowns in the depicted activity systems. The 
limitations o f the presented approach, however, are its reliance on heavyweight theo­
retical concepts and thus its unwieldy nature, and the relatively modest design sugges­
tions it is able to produce. Finally, it is suggested that the techniques that make up the 
approach be used to contribute to a ‘toolbox’ type approach to design, where various 
procedures and methods contribute to a collection o f ‘tools’ that designers can draw on 
in a way that suits their needs.
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Appendix A: Transcription S
The transcription system used in Chapter 8 is based on the conventions 
developed by Gail Jefferson—first Harvey Sack’s assistant, but later to become an 
accomplished conversation analyst in her own right. For further details see Sacks, 
Scheglofif and Jefferson (1974), Atkinson and Heritage (1984), and Hutchby and 
Wooffitt (1998).
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(.) Micropause: Brief pause o f less than (0.2).
(1.2) Timed Pause: Intervals occurring within and between same 01* different
speaker’s utterance.
( ( ) )  Double Parentheses: Nonverbal activity; scenic details; or transcriber’s
comments
( ) Single Parentheses: Unclear utterance or other sound on tape.
= Equal Signs: Latching of contiguous utterances, with no interval or
overlap.
[ ] Brackets: Start and end o f overlapping speech.
[[ Double Brackets: Simultaneous speech orientations to prior turn.
: Colon(s): Extended or stretched sound, syllable, or word.
Hyphens: Halting, abrupt cut off o f sound or word.
Full stop: A  falling tone, stopping intonation.
, Comma: ‘Continuation’ marker, speaker has not finished; marked by
fall-rise or weak rising intonation, as when enunciating lists.
! Exclamation Marks: Animated speech tone.
? Questions Marks: Marked rising tone, ‘questioning’ intonation.
0 0 Degree Signs: A  passage o f talk noticeably softer than surrounding talk.
Italics Italicised: Speaker emphasis.
CAPS CAPS: Extreme loudness compared with surrounding talk,
hhh h’s: Aspiration (out-breaths), possibly laughter. The more h’s the longer
the aspiration. H ’s within (e.g., ye (hh)s) parentheses mark within- 
speech aspirations, possible laughter.
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.hhh
Huh, heh, ha 
sto(h)p i(h)t
.h’s: Inspiration (in-breaths). Full stops indicate audible in-breaths (e.g., 
.hhh).
Laugh Syllable: Relative closed or open position o f laughter.
Laughter within speech is signalled by h’s in round brackets.
Appendix B: Interview Transcripts
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TAPE 1:
0:03:04
Comment:
0 :12:02
Lauren:
Samia:
Susie:
Samia:
Susie:
Samia:
0:13:09
Lauren:
Alex:
Lauren:
Alex:
Lauren:
Samia:
Lauren:
Susie:
Lauren:
23-Apr-2001
Alex, Jackie, Lauren, Paul, Samia and Susie
Paul shows flashing text message 
You can top it yourself anyway
I did that didn’t I? Someone topped it up for me... £50... wasted it in three days 
[gives thumbs up sign]
Did you say fifteen or fifty?
Fifty
Excellent [makes face at Lauren]
I didn’t have to pay for it myself so... you know [they laugh]
I was thinking the other day, you know how you have memory cards for play 
stations? [gesticulates as she talks]
Yeah
I so think you should have them for phones.
Stick them in the phone?
Just stick them in the bottom and then you could like save your text messages 
like..., cause like...
there’s not enough space.
I keep this thing,...
Yeah... how many messages can you hold?
[Jackie is cheeking her mobile phone’s answering service]
... like a box of stuff that reminds me of certain people yeah, and so I have a 
box for every person, and it would be really cool to have like a memory card for 
each person so I can put all their text messages in there so I can retrieve them 
one at a time when I want them.
Comment: This is great. It takes the memory stick idea already available in mobile phones and
makes sense of it for young people with respect to their social networks.
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Sainia:
A lex:
Lauren :
A lex:
Lauren :
Comment:
0:16:03
Susie:
A lex:
Susie:
Lauren :
A lex:
Lauren :
0:16:49
Comment:
0:18:54
Lauren :
A lex:
Lauren :
Susie:
Jackie:
Samia:
A lex:
Sam ia:
[Answers Susie] Ten... [Speaks to me] Would you like to read one of my 
messages? It’s quite funny [hands me her mob with a text message displayed]
[Speaking to Lauren] Yeah, yeah, no I think that’s a good idea. So...
... because I keep having to delete them
umm, so text messages are things... that you want to store and...
Yeah, they’re kind of memories that you want to keep
Interesting that Lauren wants to embody her memories in some physical form.
I ’ve got stuff that I ’ve been sitting around... like thought of a really... song 
thing and thought I have to write that down and put it in my out box ... and I 
put lyrics in there as well.
Oh right, excellent. So you use it like little memory store?
Yeah
They should... they should really have just like little boxes that you stick in the 
charger bit
These are,... these are great ideas...
If that comes out I want a percentage, [group laugh]
The group discuss their phones ’functionalities [menu shortcuts, freezing, games and 
batteries]. Useful to hear how they share info and what they assume to be commonly 
understood.
You have to have at least three bars to be able to survive a day a college 
because otherwise it runs out and its really annoying
[Laughs] So is that sort of common knowledge then - that anyone needs three 
bars?
No, I worked it out
I ’d say two. But if you go to bed and its two then you might as well charge it 
up, cause you won’t get through the day.
Or one, it starts beeping at you [group laugh]
I never let it go down that much
You’re always charging it?
It goes too easily because I’m always 011 the phone, [gestures with phone 
against ear] I ’m always talking... cause if you talk then it goes really badly 
[group agree].
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Lauren : Oh, I saw some guys kicking a phone around outside the other day. And I was
like oh my God! And they were like throwing it down so it bounced really 
high [gestures, throwing her hands down]. And I was like, oh no don’t hurt me 
[covers her head with her hands - the group laugh]. It was really scary.
A lex: What were they doing. I guess it was either broken or they...
Lauren : I don’t know, just boys [throws hands in air]
Comment: Group start to talk about ring tones
Lauren : There are only two ring tones that I like.
Jackie: oh, do you want to hear my one. Mine’s really wicked... [starts navigating
mob]
Lauren : [talks to Susie] Oh, what was the one I told Christian he reminded me of?
Susie: Baboon.
Lauren : oh yeah... [laughs]
Jackie: Look, I got a different one of these...
Lauren : .. .he was playing tones and he said, I said ‘oh what baboon’ [starts laughing].
And I said yeah!
Susie: Whoops!
Jackie: [Speaks to me] You know you sent the mission impossible one?
Alex: Yeah
Jackie: There’s a different one. Whoops, I ’ve lost it. Wait a second [inaudible].
Alex: Where did you get this one?
Jackie: Oh someone sent it to me
Lauren : How do you save it when someone sends it to you?
Jackie: [starts to play mission impossible ring tone]
Susie: They just get saved. I don’t know how you send them though
Paul: Oh, you’ve got to put them in composer and then send them from there.
Jackie: It’s different and it goes on for a bit longer [ring tone finishes]. That’s about it.
And then I ’ve got this stupid one: Atomic Kit [? Inaudible -  people laugh]
Alex: And who sent you these?
Jackie: Oh, I bought Atomic Kit [buries head in arms - embarrassed]
Paul: Oh no!
0 :20:00
Alex: Ah, spending your money?
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Jackie: Oh, I always spend my money!
Alex: Okay I ’ve got [play’s Star Wars: Vader’s March]
Susie: That’s excellent... My boyfriend’s mum plays that Darth Vader one.
Alex: [plays dancing Queen - Group laugh]
Lauren : Abba gold. Excellent
Alex: Right who wants any of those? I can send Vader’s March.
Susie: I ’ll have the Vaders March
Jackie: How d’you send them? Yeah I’ll have it
Paul: I’ll have it as well cause I like Star Wars
Alex: Okay, I think you have to go to composer
Paul: Composer yeah, and send them from there.
Jackie: Does anyone want Atomic kit?
Paul: NO! [group laugh]
Jackie: Mission impossible 2?
Paul: I ’ve got a Beatles one
Susie: Have you? What?
Paul: Hey Bulldog [talk continues along same lines...]
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TAPE 2: 
Alex:
Lauren :
Susie:
A lex:
Lauren :
Susie:
Lauren :
A lex:
Lauren :
A lex:
Susie:
A lex:
Paul:
Lauren :
Susie:
0:02:20
Alex:
Susie:
A lex :
Lauren :
Susie:
Lauren :
Alex, Lauren, Paul, and Susie
I was wondering whether owning particular types of phones and dressing them 
up in certain ways, I call it dressing them up - 1 don’t know if you guys call it 
anything in particular - but dressing them up in certain ways sort of gives you 
some status or sheet cred. Like having a particular type of phone. Does that sort 
of make someone cool or something...
yeah, definitely cause like... when hardly any people had phones my friend like 
got one and that was so cool that she had one. And then now... it’s really awful 
if you have a big brick and if you have a really small one then that’s seen as 
really cool.
you don’t want big bricks 
So size is pretty important 
Yeah
You know those 8210s. You know those really little ones... I don’t understand 
them. You know ‘hello... what... ’ [gestures showing how it’s difficult to hear 
and talk at the same time because the phone is so small]
My dad presses four buttons at once cause he’s got that one. He’s got big fat 
fingers! He’s got man hands!... so he can’t press the buttons [she says laughing]
So there’s like a balance between the functionality of it and whether it’s small 
or not?
Yeah. They could have like... You know those etcher set things where you draw 
on it and then shake it and it goes away. They could have one of those little 
pens attached to the side so you could push the buttons with it.
Oh yeah. It’s like a palm 01* something
Yeah, it’s like those little computery things... [gestures pen input] 
well you’d always be losing the pen wouldn’t you?
[says something inaudible]
Well, you could just have it attached by string 
Nice bit of rope
30-Apr-2001
Umm... and what about different brands 
I think Nokia are quite well respected phones.
Why do you think that is?
Cause of the wide choice 
Yeah
and they give you a lot of covers to choose from so you can, you can do
Susie:
A lex:
Paul:
Lauren :
A lex:
Susie:
Lauren :
Susie:
Paul:
A lex:
Paul:
A lex:
Paul:
Lauren :
0:04:00
Susie:
Lauren :
A lex:
Susie:
A lex:
Paul:
0:04:40
A lex:
Susie:
whatever you want and you have kinda whatever phone you want because, 
because you can put on it whatever you want.
They’re generally light and relatively small anyway. Even the old Nokia models 
are quite small
So size, you can customise them...
...and there not as expensive as other phones... especially on contract
...and they’re also well known so it’s not hard to send them back or get them 
fixed or whatever
And how does choosing covers work? Are there sort of covers that become 
fashionable and then unfashionable, 01*...
I think it’s just personal choice really...
Yeah...
... to customise it so it reflects you’re personality and what you like and...
My girlfriend’s gettin this phone [points to 3310] just to get err, the Tigga cover 
for it. That’s the only reason she wants to buy...
So she wants to get that phone just to get the Tigga cover for it?!
yeah, so she can get the cover for it
... and why that cover?
Because she’s always loved that bloody animal. I don’t know why [group 
laugh]
Tigga’s great. I ’ve got a bounce around Tigga and it’s my favourite toy!
My friend Claire’s painted nail varnish all over her phone 
Yeah, my friend did that.
[speaking to Susie] What did she paint on it?
She just covered it in a particular colour 
just changed the whole colour?
I think that’s a fetish though. Cause you know Nic, he paint’s his nails...
Okay, so how ‘bout the way that people hold them and sort of walk around with 
them. So in the canteen, I ’ve seen people occasionally strut across the canteen 
and the way they hold their phones look as though they’re sort of posing with 
them...
Yeah, you get the big sort of wide elbowed... [makes an impression of a person 
walking with elbows out]
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Lauren : Yeah, they way they sort of hold it out [makes impression of someone holding
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Paul:
0:05:28
Alex:
Susie:
Lauren :
Susie:
A lex:
Lauren :
0:06:48
Susie:
Comment:
Alex:
Susie:
Pau l:
Comment:
0:08:06
Alex:
Lauren :
Susie:
A lex:
Paul:
Did you see that thing in the newspaper? It says how men hold their pints and 
shows you what they’re meant to be like...
telephone to be seen]
So do you think there is this sort of idea that you can use your phone to sort of 
pose or to sort of show off a bit just by the way you hold it?
I think it can do
Yeah. And it also shows what sort of person you are
Yeah like a show off.
err, what? The way you do it?
Yeah.
You know how you’ve got the sort of sporty baseball cap sort of people? And 
they all sort of swagger around anyway. And so the phone just becomes part of 
that sort of swaggering around... And so it might not necessarily be a part of all 
the me and my phone. It might just be that it fits in with their personality [as she 
talks she gestures and mimics the swaggering and the holding of phones that 
these people do]
Nice example of posturing
So what is this sporty baseball cap people?
Well you know you can get people in Adidas trousers and trainers and a top and 
a baseball cap like that [gestures cap pointing forward].
It’s just a certain sort of image and the phone... Susie: it’s just the
swagger that goes with it. [Susie and Lauren laugh]. Chicken up the bum... 
[more laughing]
Susie is talking as though she feels a little uneasy talking about this. She thinks it’s 
funny; but realises she‘s being critical.
[I ask whether they can tell whether people are doing different things on their 
mobs.]
Well playing a game and text messaging is quite hard to tell 
Yeah
Are there other things you think you can distinguish that people are doing? [I 
push this because before Lauren spoke, Paul and Susie were nodding]
Whether they’re just playing with them because they’re bored of things like 
that.
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Susie: If they’re doing it in lesson they tend to do it with one hand. So looks like
you’re just doing that... [mimics using mob under table] And if you can do it 
without looking at your phone... [laughs]
A lex: [I ask about one/two handed text messaging]
Paul: Susie’s a pro at this because she sits in class like this [mimics texting with legs
up on desk]
Susie: [To Paul] just cause you do it [group laugh]
Alex: So you can just nod your head and [mimics using phone]?
Susie: Yeah!
A lex: are there people who can text message without looking?
Susie: Umm [in agreement]
Paul: Not as much, because my spelling’s awful and I need predictive text messaging.
That’s pretty bad
Susie: That was very funny. We spent the end of a law lesson text messaging. I sit here
and he sits like right there
Pau l: cause we were bored
Susie: I was like ‘Paul I ’m bored’
Alex: So you sit right next to each other and you send each other text messages
Paul: And Susie sits right in front of the teacher as well and he never notices
Lauren : Is this [says name of teacher]?
Susie: I might as well just turn around and have a chat with you and he wouldn’t...
Pau l: Yeah
A lex : So how are you doing it? Are you with it under the table?
Susie: No. Cause I tend to sit with my sort of feet up anyway and I will sit and write
cause... [puts legs against table]. Don’t know why I do. So I can just hide my 
phone there anyway... hide it behind my legs.
A lex: Is it sort of like writing notes and stuff?
Lauren : Yeah, the chat is, definitely
Susie: More expensive [laugh]. Well, it doesn’t kill as many frees... I don’t think
[jokes]
0:10:50
Alex: [I ask about posture and levels of engagement. They seem to agree that there
are ways of performing]
Susie: Umm, it’s like seeing people waiting at a train station waiting for a train. You
0:08:34
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A lex:
Susie:
0:12:06
Susie:
A lex:
Susie:
Lauren :
Susie:
Paul:
Susie:
A lex:
Susie:
Paul:
Comment:
0:14:20
Alex:
Lauren :
Susie:
don’t want to be just standing there looking like you don’t know what your 
doing anyway. Because the amount of the people... ‘oy Grrh!... ’ [mimics 
someone being disruptive]. So you want to sit looking, at least looking like 
you’re doing something important and constructive so you’re not vulnerable to 
what everyone else is thinking or... throwing [group laughs].
Are you trying to show... You’re using your phone...
It does sort of cut you off from... if you’ve got your focus on one thing. It’s 
quite handy.
It’s a security thing kind of.
So you’re giving yourself a protective layer or something 
Yeah
Yeah, whenever I’m walking somewhere and I’m really scared I have like 999 
dialled already [laughs]. I just have my finger on the button. But that’s just me.
No, if I ’m... when I used to finish work and I ’d be walking to Claire’s house or 
something... It’s just down the road.
Oh my god! [Group laugh]
I’d always phone Paul or someone so I could speak to him while I ’m walking 
so I’m not quite so scared.
Yeah, so how does that make you feel?
I don’t know. I suppose it makes you concentrate less on what’s around you 
and you know if anything happens to you he’s going to hear what’s going on 
[laughs]. ‘I’m dying! Well I ’m in Stafford I can’t help you!’ [laughs] ‘I ’m still 
dying.’
I mean a lot of parents buy their phones for their daughters anyway... or may 
be sons, cause they want to know where they are, keep in contact and they can 
ring them whenever.
Susie gives example of being drunk and having to answer a call from home.
[I ask about kids gesticulating with their phones and how this has seemed to 
become common in everyday conversations.]
It’s just kind of to hold your phone. To like be protective of your phone. Make 
sure you don’t put it down and loose it. To just like have it and it’s kind of 
to show it off as well if you’ve got a nice one... or even if you don’t just to 
have...
The phone has become an extension... I think it’s just become so accepted that 
people have mobile phones now. It’s become an extension of the human body. 
And it’s just like part of you isn’t it? You just like have it...
Paul:
Susie:
A lex:
Susie:
Pau l:
0:15:27
Susie:
0:16:30
Alex:
Pau l:
Susie:
Paul:
Comment:
Susie:
Paul:
A lex:
Paul:
A lex:
Paul:
Susie:
0:18:27
A lex:
Susie:
A lex:
Especially our age group.
And no one thinks of it anymore...
It’s just they take it for granted?
I think it’s just the usual now... These days! [Says with funny voice]
I think around this area, if you go up to someone and they haven’t got a mobile 
it’s more unusual than them having one
It’s just there. It’s something you have
[I ask about why people put their phones out whilst talking.]
Well some people have it on silent vibrate anyway and you see them on the 
table. But like other people, they put it on loud on puipose to try and get the 
attention.
Yeah
Like people in the library. I don’t know if you’ve ever gone in the library. It’s a 
no mobile zone.
Nice clip of Lauren using mob 
All mobiles turned off.
All mobiles turned off. But everyone puts their mobiles on loud receive for 
some reason. So it just annoys the lady at the front. And they do it on purpose.
So it’s just to wind someone up?
Yeah
And is it to say to the other people...
I’m popular
T’m popular! I ’ve got a message... Oh it’s just a report... Oh never mind! ’
[I ask about having the phone out during conversations.]
It does give like new topics to talk about if you do get a message. Or like you 
can just be looking at it and say ‘oh I’ve just got this really funny message.
Do you want to read it?’ to people... And if there’s an awkward silence in 
conversation: ‘oh look, there’s my phone... Isn’t it lovely.’
Yeah. There’s a lot of talk about phones as well. You often here people talking 
about them. What did they talk about before phones?
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Paul: That’s what I... I think there’s a lot more gossip with mobiles
Susie: There’s a lot less football... talk
Pau l: There’s a lot more gossip as a whole through text messaging and things like that
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Susie: yeah it’s like “did you hear?”
Paul: ... and you wonder how it happened before hand.
Lauren : Pagers.
A lex: Pagers?
Susie: There wasn’t really that big a pager craze was there? Like a few people in my
class had it
Paul: Yeah, it didn’t really take off.
Lauren : I had one but it broke because I dropped it down the loo! [Goes onto describe
incident.]
297
Alex, Alice and Jackie 
0:01:16
A lex: [I ask them whether it’s ‘cool’ to own certain mobs.]
Jackie: It’s good to have the phone we’ve got
Alice: Yeah
A lex : The 3310?
Jackie: Yeah, the smaller phones...
A lex: Why’s that? The size?
Alice: It’s the size yeah
Jackie: Yeah and the modern ones
Alice: Yeah, cause a few people have the 8210s which are smaller, but a few people
have found that they break down a lot more easily... [Tells story of people 
warning her not to buy one] and so because of that they go for the next one, 
which is small but doesn’t break down as much, which is the 3310
So it’s like reliability and also its size?
Umm
... and the games and things.
... Games. So some of the functions on it...
TAPE 2: 2-May-2001
Alex:
Alice:
Jackie:
A lex:
0:02:15
Alice: I think it is, because if I was to compare it with the older people that I know 
outside college, their phones are err... I look at it and think I wouldn’t be 
caught dead in that... I wouldn’t be using that [laughs]. And in college I don’t 
see those anymore. I mean the last of those that I did see were the... [speaks to 
Jackie] you know the BT Cellenet
Jackie: Philips
Alice: yeah, Phillips ones? And almost everyone who used to use that has changed to
something else.
Alex: [I ask whether having a certain phone is seen as cool]
Alice: They’re all either Siemens thing now or they’re with Nokia
Jackie: There all Siemens yeah.
A lex: Nokia or Siemens. So why do you think those two that are popular?
Alice: It’s the weight, it’s the size, and the games, like you said [to jackie] and then the
voice activated ones
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Alex:
Jackie:
A lex:
Alice:
Jackie:
A lex:
Alice:
Jackie:
A lex:
0:03:46
Alice:
Jackie:
Alice:
A lex:
Alice:
A lex:
Alice:
A lex:
Jackie:
Does anyone use those voice activated stuff on this
I’ve started but it doesn’t recognise it. Look... I do it and I say “dad” and it 
just doesn’t do anything. And I once said dad and it phoned my brother [group 
laugh]
It’s not very usefiil is it. Do you use it [to Amoni]
I tried it this morning but apparently I have to shout at it a bit more before it 
does what I want it to do. So I mean... There’s some who had these to start off 
with [points to 3310], well they still have it, and they both said that they were 
trying everything on there and they were shouting at it and everything, but after 
a week it fizzles out and they don’t use the voice activation thing anymore
So it’s a fun thing?
It’s just a fiin thing for the first...
It’s just as quick just to go through [mimics use of button]
... use the menu key...
It’s the name
I was walking down from my house today and I was looking for someone’s 
number and then I came across the voice tag, cause I completely forgot the 
voice tag was on there, and then I thought ‘oh yeah, I can do that.’ So I called 
my boyfriend’s name into the thing and I stored it and everything. And I called 
it out and someone walked past and I thought ‘oh god, they’re going to think 
I’m such a wally.’ So I kept quiet and waited for them to go past and then I 
shouted his name again and then someone else walked past so I thought ok, I ’m 
not doing this anymore [laughs]
... and people think if you’re mucking around with your phone you must be a 
bit sad, cause you’re fiddling around with it.
... and sometimes they think you’re just trying to pose. As in ‘oh I’ve got the 
latest gear’ kind of thing. It’s oh... My bad habit is that I tend to use my hands­
free kit, so I use that a lot and umm... I’m going down the road and I’m talking 
and people think I ’m crazy. A woman actually came up to me one day and said 
‘are you alright?’ I ’m like ‘oh yes! I’m on the phone!’ I had to wave it at her 
[laughs].
...to show that you’re 011 the phone
Because half the time I’m carrying bags and it’s so much more convenient 
when you have the hands free kit and you don’t have to hold onto the phones as 
well.
So do you think people actually use their phones to pose?
Definitely! [group laughs]
What sorts of...
Having them out on the table like that [points to mobile on table]... People
Alice: In lessons... In lessons... When it’s out in lessons it’s definitely out to pose.
Because number one you know you’re not supposed to have it out and it could 
be... should be confiscated and everything, so it’s kind of like a rebellion thing
Jackie: and people start fiddling around with them
Alice: Yeah, so it’s kind of like ‘oh yeah, I know I shouldn’t do it, but I ’m doing it
anyway.” Kind of rebellion thing. And then plus, you know when you get a 
message, the fact that you go towards it to read the message. People around you 
see you doing that. So it’s like ‘Yeah I ’m cool [inaudible].’ And everyone wants 
to see what your [message] is. Or if you get the message and you kind of just 
smile and you don’t just... There’s this annoying girl in my class. She doesn’t 
just go ‘ur huh.’ She does it really loud so she draws attention to herself so your 
like oh let me see, let me see, let me see...
Jackie: And some of them are really funny. My friend down stairs has got rude ones.
He’s got all really funny ones. I might get Geoff to send them to you.
A lex: ... So there are like certain ways of presenting yourself that are sort of... that
you can see as posing...
Jackie: Or like when you have them in your jacket pocket or something. And you can
just see them
Alice: But there’s a fine line between looking sad with the phone and posing with it.
A lex: It’s interesting. Do you think that line’s recognisable? Do you think most people
look at people and say they’re doing it because they’re posing or...?
0:06:30
Alice: I ’m not so sure, because sometimes the cool factor is not necessarily with the
way you use it as much as the person you are. Because I’ve seen someone 
sit down with a phone before, whose supposed to be cool in my year and he 
looks... I didn’t think anything of it. But then I saw somebody else who not 
everybody likes as much, they see the person as not being cool, in that exact 
same position and I ’m like ‘that is so sad and can’t believe he’s doing that!’ And 
I ’m thinking...!
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have them out in lessons.
Alex: So it depends on the person, on the situation,...
Alice: It depends on the person. Yes
0:07:00
Jackie: You know covers and things. People used to change them loads, but I don’t
think they change them as much anymore
Alex: Why do you think that is?
Jackie: They’re quite expensive really
Alice: Yeah
A lex: So price
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£20 pounds
The one I wanted to get for my 3210 for instance. I went... I ’d been looking 
everywhere for it and when I found it, it was £25 pounds. And I was like ‘ok, 
with £25 I could buy shoes... [laughs] I could buy... ’
You could buy another phone for that, can’t you?
So I thought no, I wouldn’t do that. And the thing is, someone was saying that 
if I go into somewhere like Argos for instance they sell like these boxes of 3 
or something. So I was like ‘ok cool’ and I was like ‘how much’ and they were 
like ‘£5.99’. So I went in there and bought it and it was very annoying. Because 
the keypads make noise when you punch it and it’s really hard. I just hated it. 
And so because of that I don’t change covers.
So it’s almost a fad that’s died down? Is that right?
Just because of cost really, because people still like them. They’re like ‘oh look, 
you’ve got a new phone cover.’ and everything
yeah, just because of cost.
I mean has the cost gone up? Or have people realised it’s just not worth paying. 
It’s not worth it
It’s not worth the payment. That’s what people realise... Now they change it 
more like say a birthday. Someone gives you money or someone gives you a 
new face for your phone for something. So rather than every week I go out of 
my way to buy a new face. Because some people have so many already so they 
kind of [gestures rotation]
I know my friend she changes them everyday.
A lot of them are football clubs. A lot of the boys have different football teams. 
So like they have their colours and strips on their phones. But the girls are more 
different like colours, so like reds or...
Yeah, or if it’s a cartoon like Winnie the Pooh or Bart Simpson thing
Are they trying to say something about themselves?
I just think they’ve seen them in the shop and they like the look of them.
Umm, well I ’d say ...that they do try and say something about themselves with 
that. Well there’s a girl in my psychology group. She’s completely obsessed 
with pick panther, and anything to do with pink panther she just goes ‘ahh’ over. 
And she’s frying to get a handset specifically because of the pink panther thing 
so...
Oh she’s buying a particular phone...
Yeah, she’s changed her phone to the 3210 because she knows she can get the 
pink panther face to go with it.
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[I ask them about predictive texting]
Umm, well my phone has always had the predictive thingy so I ’ve always been 
used to that. My friends who got phones earlier than I did so they had to leam 
to do the text thing manually - when they use my phone I have to change the 
settings for them because they cannot, they just simply cannot... I ’m like ‘it’s 
easier! ’ And we sit there having arguments and they’re like ‘it’s easier to type’ 
and I’m like ‘no it takes longer.’ And I ’m like okay, okay, okay so I change the 
settings for them. Whereas like I can’t... when I use someone else’s phone I 
have to change the settings to suit me.
So it’s what you get used to.
Mm.
Do you think there’s something like ‘Oh, I ’m part of the old establishment. I 
have to use... umm abbreviations.’
With the abbreviations it’s more like a colloquial thing. As in who you’re in 
with...
Yeah, ‘CU’ or something
Yeah, so it’s the way you guys speak together anyway. That’s the way you text 
each other. And if there’s something that you want to say that might not sense if 
you abbreviate it so you just leave it in full. I mean that’s the way I do anyway 
and it’s the same thing my friends do.
Like if you were talking to your mum you wouldn’t write ‘CU’ . You’d have to 
write ‘See you’ [extends the time saying the words to distinguish]. But if you’re 
talking to your friends then you write ‘cuL8r’ because they understand it as 
well, they’re like the same sort of... They understand the phones more than the 
parents do.
I have to spell everything out for my mum. For my sister I have to spell out 
almost everything... With my friends, with some of them, I can just write ten 
random words and they know everything that I ’m trying to say. And there’s 
some of them where I still have to abbreviate, but less than...
How come some just know?
It’s like you talk with them like that anyway
Yeah... Ok, the way I interact with my friends and everything... I mean my 
friends up in London are different to my friends down here. So that the way 
that... The language that we use when I ’m with them is much more abbreviated 
on a daily basis and there’s just some words that I use with them that if I came 
here and I started talking them like, I don’t know, with Aleythia, my cousin,... 
they’d be like ‘what are you talking about?’
So do you think your text messages are different between groups?
It is, definitely. It is.
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[I ask about posturing through holding the phones in certain ways]
Like they’re walking through the canteen talking on their phones. That does my 
head in because I can’t get reception [laughs]
I think there’s an element of them trying to look important sometimes. Have 
you noticed that? [asks Jackie]. There’s certain people that I know that 
specifically do that just to look important as if T know people! ’ So they walk... 
They intentionally walk through the canteen. I mean they can make the calls 
outside or whatever but they choose not to ...
They can walk around but they have to walk right through the middle
yeah, they walk right through that, everyone can see them and they go ‘ha, hah, 
ha.’ And you’re thinking ‘ok that it is fake.’ But you know there just trying to 
get attention, as in ‘notice me. I know people that you don’t know.’ Kind of...
[I ask how they establish communities outside school that they can talk to.]
I know different... Cause my Dad has a race team so I know all the boys around 
there. So I think it’s just different... Maybe because of the Internet as well. 
Cause my friend she’s always on the phone to this boy who’s up in Sheffield 
and she met him on the Internet and he comes and stays with her now all the 
time. It’s sort of freaky actually. Scary! [laughs]
I have friends that I met over the Internet and they’re in America and they call 
me and I call them. We send emails daily. If I’m on MSN messenger we’re just 
sitting there, hours on end, just sending messages to each other. So they call me 
and things like that. And then you have like maybe friends of the family people 
you went to high school, for instance. Not all of them are in xxxx college
Yeah. Or primary school even, because some people keep in contact...
... right from primary school. You see because everyone goes to different high 
schools and different colleges and so when you get to meet them again and 
catch up with them then you get to meet their friends again and their circle of 
friends and so from that you kind of get...
Do you think the technologies like phones are supporting this?...
And even transport. You can just get on a train.
Yeah, I think the technology definitely is helping. I mean cause when I was in 
Nigeria, for instance, where I was in boarding school and my family lived in 
a different state.... in that way I kind of had more friends cause I had friends 
from where I went to school and friends from my house. But then keeping in 
contact with them was with letters... And sometimes the postal system was 
completely rubbish so you might write something and they’d never receive it 
for instance. So the technology does really help cause you just go on the train 
like that [clicks fingers] and see people, if you have a car you can just drive up 
and see them, there’s email, there’s faxes there’s telephones there’s mobiles. 
There’s this immense technology, so...
A lex : Do a lot of people use instant messaging here at school?
Jackie: What, on the computer?
A lex: Yeah.
Alice: You’re not allowed to download anything...
Jackie: You’re not allowed to but you do... At home I use MSN sometimes. It depends
though. My mum usually shouts at me cause your on it so long. Once you’re on 
it...
A lex: Once you’re on it, it’s like addictive isn’t it?
A lex: Is it popular amongst young people?
Alice: Umm, I don’t know about anyone in college that uses it but I use it a lot.
Jackie: I think it’s quite popular MSN and things like that, but I don’t think chat rooms
are anymore.
Alice: Chat rooms used to be about 2-3 years ago,
A lex: It’s more direct
Jackie: Yeah, it’s more like with you’re friends now. It’s not with people that you don’t
know.
Alice: It’s not random people yeah. Although, having said that, sometimes I ’ll see
quite a lot of... I don’t know with the chat thing there’s certain people that go 
on the Internet especially for that and I think ‘oh yeah’ the usual suspects’ kind 
of thing. And you just know they’re doing nothing but chatting with... And they 
don’t do that because they want to make friends, but they just want to have a bit 
of a laugh and ‘ha, ha, ha’ and tell the other friend next to them ‘oh look what 
she wrote, look what he wrote.’ And then they’re off.
0:18:34
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A lex: It is addictive though because you know once you start...
Jackie: It’s a bit like text messages. They’re addictive as well. But at least with them
they’re a bit slower so you could...
A lex: What do you think it is about it that makes it so, you know...?
Alice: Umm, it depends who you’re having a conversation with...
Jackie: I ’d much rather just phone someone, but you don’t because like... And you say
things that you really want to say to them in text messages.
Alice: Yeah, there are some things that you don’t really want to say to someone’s face
or on the phone to them. You just send a text and it’s not [inaudible]
Jackie: It’s just detached it’s not like personal. You’re just like ‘ok! ’ [laughs]
A lex: But do you actually end up chatting with your text?
Jackie: Yeah,...
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That happens’ to me.
... what have you done today?’ It’s like wait till tomorrow to discuss it then.
It’ll be much cheaper!
So why do you continue talking?
You just get addicted [laughs]
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Yesterday a friend of mine was asking me if I still had feelings for his brother. 
And it’s like the minute he asked the question I knew it was going to be one of 
those text messages that keeps going to go on and on and on. And if I ’d called 
him...
... and if you don’t reply...
and if you don’t reply they go ok are you going to tell me.,.
if you don’t reply they go ‘are you ignoring me? Are you still awake? [Group 
laugh]
So people actually encourage you?
Talking about wasting lOp. Someone sent me a message saying ‘Yes’ or 
something.
It’s actually cheaper to call isn’t it?
Yeah. I mean I thought if I call it might save me lOp. But he’s on Virgin and the 
phone’s on Orange for instance that would be 50p a minute. Err, I don’t think 
so. In that case I ’d just send a text which is what, 5p or something? So I sent a 
text. And after a while I think he ran out of credit so he stopped texting me and 
I thought ‘few, thank God!’
This is all about obligation - the expectation that the receiver is obligated to respond
And then you get a bit annoyed if someone doesn’t reply to you. Like, are ‘are 
you going to reply to me? Are you ignoring me now?’
So there is like an obligation to continue the discussion?
And yeah like the person who finishes it. They always say ‘see you tomorrow.’ 
‘ok, see you tomorrow.’ And you reply to them ‘okay goodbye. Goodnight’ and 
they go ‘oh good night, have a nice sleep. Are you doing anything tomorrow?’ 
I’ve fried to end the conversation 4 times and they don’t end the conversation 
[group laughs]
I find that happens on the chat, on instant messaging a lot.
Yeah!
Oh, oh, yeah, Oh my God, that usually happens to me, but what I realise now 
is umm I just go ‘oh, I really, really have to go now cause my mum needs the 
phone.’ I just say the house line’s connected to the whole thing and their like
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‘oh, okay that’s okay then.’ and they still try and talk. I go ‘I have to go now’ 
and I just sign out before I see the next message.
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Well, I was having this row with someone yeah? And instead of speaking to 
him - 1 was sitting right next to him - I decided I was going to text him. I was 
really stupid. And I was like are you ignoring me? It was a bit stupid actually 
[group laughs]. Actually, it was very stupid, but...
[I ask about the etiquette with having the phone out.]
Umm, if you put your phone out on the table it’s like you’re saying read my 
message. So because of that if I...
Someone always picks it up and starts looking at it...
Someone always picks it up, yeah So if I have messages that my boyfriend’s 
sent me that I don’t really want anyone else to read I never ever bring my phone 
out. If it is out: ‘ if you touch my phone! ’ [mimics telling someone off and
laughs] I just turn round and give you a glare and you put it back and just go 
‘woe!’
So by putting it out you’re saying ‘ok you can have a look at my phone.’
Yeah, because somebody will always,... not just one person, but people will 
always do that and just look at it.
... and read your messages...
...and read your messages and I ’m like ‘HELLO! you didn’t even ask!’ and 
they go ‘oh I just wanted to do your game.’ and I ’m like ‘ok do the game.’ and 
then you peer over and you can see they’re reading your messages.
They’re nosy
Why do they do that? Nosy?
They’re nosy [laughs]
But everyone does it. But the thing is it’s like someone’s diary. That’s what 
someone said to me. It’s like your diary and you don’t often want someone...
Yeah, I think it’s personal. I don’t read anyone else’s messages...
Only unless they show you... Because some people show you...
If they say, yeah, if they say ‘oh look at this.’ then I’ll look at it. Or if I pick 
up your phone and I tell you ‘oh I want to do a game.’ or something which I 
never do. I go there do the game and then give it back to you. I don’t just go in. 
People just basically take it. They don’t even tell you what they’re going to do. 
They just read your messages and I think that’s just rude.
And some people even send messages from your phone without asking. Like to 
other people like this boy sent a message to his girlfriend saying that I wanted 
to have a lesbian affair with her [group laughs]. It was only a joke, but I was 
like ‘hello, you think that was funny?’
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So they think it was from the other person phone.
Yeah
Yeah
And like when people are bored they start fiddling around with their phones. 
You can tell and it’s like really like ‘Hello! You’re talking to me.’ and they’re 
like playing with your phone. They’re like ‘Yeah, I'm still listening!’ [laughs]
[I ask whether having you’re mobile out is a sign of accessibility - or openness 
to disruption]
I do that when I’m trying to get rid of someone and I’ve done all my best to 
make them get the hint. Usually me phones in my bag so I just reach out to get 
it [mimics getting phone from bag] and I ‘oh, I'm listening.’ and I just start 
playing with it. And I go ‘Oh, I have to make a phone call.’ And I call someone 
and I walk away and they get the message.
So you’re using your phone to actually...
To get away,... yeah. It works all the time [laughs]
It’s like ‘can you come and save me in the canteen, PLEASE!’ [laughs]
Yeah, last week. No two weeks ago someone called me. Whenever she talks 
to me she’s just annoying. She talks about boys, boys, boys, boys - complains. 
She always falls for guys who are over the 32 limit and she’s fifteen.. So she just 
complains, complains, complains.
32?
Yeah I know someone, she’s engaged...
She likes older men and she’d be crying and talking. And she never listens to 
anything I say and there’s never anything I can ever say that would be right. So 
she called and I didn’t know it was her because it was the house phone. And 
usually when she calls the house phone, cause I don’t use my house phone, I go 
‘oh, I ’ll call you and everything.’ But I tend to do that but I ’ve been forgetting 
to call her back so she’s been having a go at me. So that particular day I 
couldn’t say ‘oh go away and I ’ll call you back.’ kind of thing. So I kept talking 
to her. I went to get my mobile and I text my boyfriend and I said ‘please call 
my mobile right now and tell me to get off the phone as rudely as you can 
so I can tell her you want me off the phone cause you want to tell me about 
something really urgent.’ And he did and I got rid of her [laughs]
So you can use it to interrupt?
[I ask about glancing at the phone.]
Maybe you’re like ‘oh, I really want a message. I really, really want a message.’ 
Oh, there are some days when my phone does not beep at all. I ’m like ‘ok
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nobody likes me. NOBODY knows me!’
Oh and you know when you send a message and you get a report. You’re like 
‘got a message. Oh, it’s a report’
It’s a report
Do you get reports a lot?
Yeah, so you know someone’s got it.
Yeah, I set my phone. I have to get delivery reports. Cause some people will 
be like ‘oh I didn’t get you message’ when you know they did. Because I got 
a delivery report I ’m like, ‘Well the report said you got it so you get it. And 
they’re like ‘oh actually I did get it, I’m sorry’ or something.
Feeble excuse.
So in a way you’re,... if you don’t get a call or a text message...
You feel a bit depressed.
Because there is not a day that my phone does not go off ringing, ringing, 
ringing, or text messages just come flooding in. So if there’s a day where it’s 
quiet - All I get is probably one message all morning or all afternoon - I’m like 
‘what is wrong with the world?’
You think ‘have I upset someone?’ Cause I was like that last week cause I 
fell out with somebody. I thought ‘oh my god maybe she’s turned everybody 
against me’ because nobody phoned me that night either. So I was phoning 
people: ‘Hello!, Hello! ’ Having a little chat with them. Because it’s alright if
it’s Orange to Orange because that’s really cheap isn’t it?
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Alex, Alice, Jackie and Jemiy (not a participant in study)
TAPE 3: 9-May-2001
0:00:54
Alex: Have you guys heard of this,... I learnt this,... these new terms yesterday.
Umm, ‘Garys and Granges’
Jackie: [laughs] Yeah.
Alex: Yeah?
Jackie: I think I know what they mean, but I ’m not sine.
Jenny: Garys, Granges, Hippies
Alice: um hu. [in agreement]
Jackie: They used to be Kevs, or something
Alex: Yeah, they used to be Kevs.
Jenny: ... and Tracys and Sharons
Alex: ‘cause I was in Guildford on Sunday night...
Alice: The Garys are the posers...
Alex: [I ask them why they look at each other’s phones.]
0:02:21
Jackie: Comparing text messages
Jenny: Yeah, it’s usually comparing text messages
Alex: So most of the time it’s just text messages. And why are you showing them to
each other?
Jackie: If they’re funny or rude or something. Or if they’re sweet.
Alice: Yeah.
Alex: So someone will send you one and then lets say for example you’re in the
canteen, then you say ‘hey, I got this message.’
Jackie: Or if it just beeps and everyone wants to know what it was.
Alex: Why do you think it’s important to show other people?
Alice: Sometimes you just ran out of conversation and your like ‘oh yeah, I
remember! I got like a text from someone.’ And then you show them. And their 
like ‘that’s so sweet.’
Jackie: Or someone you haven’t seen for ages or something. Like a mutual friend or
something.
Alex: Umm, and how does it.... If you have like a good text message how do you
save... ‘cause you have 10 slots
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Oh, I save to my out box. I move them to my outbox.
How do you do that? Oh I guess you can choose to send it can’t you?
You save it. You forward it and you save.
But I hate doing that because you end up deleting it, number one. Two’s the fact 
that I ’m slightly obsessed with the fact that I want to see the name of the person 
and the time they sent it. So if you put it in your outbox you can’t actually see 
what time or what date they sent it. So sometimes I just leave it in my inbox 
and it’s there forever.
So there’s like one that’s taking up...
Yeah I’ve got one in my in box from like a month ago maybe.
... because if it goes into your outbox then you don’t see what date or time it 
was. And I don’t know, some of my friends are really obsessed with that so like
0 yeah... Like sometimes I’m on the phone and I ’m like ‘I was talking to him 
for 3 hours and’ whatever, whatever ’48 seconds’ and the seconds count. The 
very last detail counts.
It’s important?
urhuh! [agreement]
It’s quite a valuable space isn’t it? You can only take ten messages?
Urn.
You can only save ten messages.
1 think it was a good idea what Lauren said about having a little memory disk.
Oh, I got told off in sociology cause my phone was on normal and it rang. And 
it was [says teacher’s name -  group laugh]. Whoopsa daisy!
So did you answer it?
No I deleted the phone call! [Laughs] I didn’t even look who it was.
So it rang and you had to grab it out of your bag?
I couldn’t find it in my bag.
O, that’s horrible isn’t it? Embarrassing.
So as well as sharing them between people and holding them and looking at 
them, do you ever send them to someone you’re sitting next to?
Yeah.
Why do you send them and not just show them?
If you show them sometimes they want to keep them and they want to send 
them to people they know as well. So they go ‘o please send them to me.’
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I don’t know if I ’ve got this really rude message. It was that one Richard...
Oh no, I deleted it because it was disgusting. It was something about having a 
breath test and it wasn’t very nice.
O, I know that, I got that one. Oh, that’s another thing. You get... the text 
messages tend to get recycled somehow. They keep going round and round 
[group laughs].
... and then after a little while you get the same one.
You get the same one yeah.
You get the same one back? It like emails isn’t it.
Yeah, like emails getting forwarded, yeah. It’s like you get one from someone 
one month and then several months down the line someone will send... you’re 
like ‘I ’ve seen that already.’
So it goes round.
I don’t keep sick messages. I tend to delete them. So I haven’t got any of the 
ones... I usually only keep the ones my boyfriend sends me because they’re 
sweet.
One of the funny things. No, not one of the funny things... Umm, one of my 
friends, he has this number and he phones it and then you get your horoscope 
sent through to your phone.
Oh right.
I don’t know what it is. Do you know how he does that?
I someone who will apply to do that not ‘cause they’re actually interested in 
their horoscopes, but because, hmm [chuckles] he said he wanted to be more 
popular because his phone doesn’t beep enough. So when the horoscope comes 
its as if you have an actual text message. And I called him sad. It’s probably not 
very sensitive.
[I ask about unspoken rules about sharing phones]
Not really. People just take everyone’s phone I think.
Not any person.
One of your friends obviously.
Yeah, but even with your friends there are certain people that I know that I can 
pick up the phone and check it if I want to, but there are some people that I 
know that I ’d feel uncomfortable with it.
So what’s that about?
It’s your own... It’s the way you interact with each person individually I think. 
So it reflects with the way you use their phones as well. Plus, I think it’s really 
boring when I pick up someone else’s phone. Even when they give you text 
messages to read I think that’s boring when I don’t know who’s sent it. So if it’s
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a sweet message, I don’t get it because I don’t know the other person so it’s just 
wasted on you. But if it’s a funny one you go ‘ha, ha! That was funny, who sent
it?’
Jackie: Or a rude one.
Alice: ... and they tell you and it still means nothing to you.
A lex: So a lot of the messages are directed at the person and don’t make a lot of sense
if you read them out of context.
Alice: Yeah.
Alex: Why do you think it is people want to take other people’s phones?
Jackie: Cause they’re nosy.
Alex: Just being nosy?
Jackie: I think they’re nosy -  a lot of people.
Alice: Everybody is. Everybody’s got a certain level of what do you call it... You’re
inquisitive and you just want to know...
A lex: Know what’s going on?
Alice: Yeah.
Jackie: Plus maybe you’re a bit envious that they’ve got a message and you haven’t.
You’re like ‘Oh someone loves them and no one loves me.’
Alice: The classic example would be when you’re in the library and the phones are
supposed to be switched off, you put it on discrete -  but you don’t put it on 
silent because you don’t hear it when the message comes, so you put it on 
discrete so it beeps once. And because -  okay, from time to time when the 
library is quiet [laughs], from time to time -  if you’re sitting a the table with I 
don’t know, about four of you, the chances are that all of you have got a Nokia 
-  some model of Nokia anyway -  so umm everyone’s got it on discrete. So 
everyone’s just sitting there and you’re working and it goes ‘beep’ everybody 
checks their phone! [Laughs] Okay, so say it was the person sitting next to you, 
you go ‘oh okay, it’s you.’ It beeps again and it’s the same person. After the 
third time they go ‘errgh! ’ And it’s not because they’re complaining because it’s 
distracting them. It’s just the fact that they haven’t got a message.
Jackie: It’s not them.
Alice: ‘Do you want to switch it off?’ ‘No, no, it’s not bothering me.’ But... Then they
check there’s to see... ‘nobody loves me.’ And they actually do say it. I say it 
sometimes as well.
0:13:13
A lex: [I ask them where they use their phones and what for.]
Jackie: Mostly text messages, I think... At home, in my room, on my bed.
Alex: In bed? [group laughs]
Jenny: She sends one at like 1 o’clock in the morning. You get a message from her.
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What are you doing up at that time?
She gets bored.
I can’t sleep, so I have to send a message to people.
I do that too.
And then I get moody if they don’t reply and it’s like 1 o’clock in the morning. 
I ’ve got ones that are recorded at like 3 o’clock in the morning, [group laughs] 
It’s like wicked.
And I do that to. Sometimes I’m like ‘okay, if I ’m not sleeping then you have 
no right to be asleep.’
Yeah, that’s what I do. ‘How dare you be asleep when I’m awake?’
... and then I wake them up. And if I send a message and I see that they’re 
ignoring it then I call them. [Laughs] It rings and they just can’t get away from 
me. They go like ‘HELLO! ’ I ’m like: ‘Hi! Were you sleeping? Oh shame.
How are you?’
‘Oh my god! You’re asleep. It’s really early. It’s only one.’ I haven’t been to 
sleep before 1 for ages actually. It’s really bad.
Why do you think it all happens from home in your room then?
It’s really stupid because you could just phone them from the normal phone or 
you could write them a note or even go and see them if they’re at home. It’s 
strange. You kind of miss them then [When you’re at home], or I do anyway. I 
miss people when I’m at home.
Why’s that?
I don’t know. It’s probably because I’m just with my parents. No...
You’re just trying to keep in touch with people?
Yeah.
Why do you think it is about being in your room.
You feel kinda lost in there. You feel kinda like you have to escape, so the 
phones a good way of escaping. Cause you’re talking to different people 
and you’re not like so by yourself. Plus, like if you’re revising and you have 
your phone, you send a message before you start revising and then you get 
interrupted conveniently when your half way through your revision. Well I do.
So it gives yourself a break.
Yeah.
... and what are you escaping from.
I don’t know. My life! No, I don’t know just escaping from...
Your life at home?
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Yeah. Just escaping from work really. Just like a different life. Life from home 
and college is so different then your trying to bring the college home with you.
Oh that’s interesting. So by using your phone your almost giving yourself a 
personal space. Bringing your college space to home.
[Starts talking about the video camera.]
Do you get into quite long conversations?
Yeah! With the text messages?
Umm.
They usually go onto like 2 o’clock in the morning. They’re really late. Like... 
Do you end up talking to one person at a time?
Yeah, one person. But then it gets really confusing if you’re talking to more 
than one person at a time. Cause if you forget what you said, cause if you...
Oh, no, no, no. You just haven’t mastered the skills of talking to five people at 
the same time, [group laughs] Believe me [laughs].
Or you start writing to one person and then you... Say like your talking to one 
person and their friends with one person that your not. It just gets... [laughs]. 
It gets into a big mess! And then someone phones you and when you’re on the 
phone you can hear the beep as the message comes in. And you’re like ‘I have 
to go. My baths ran.’ And you really just want to check your message.
[I ask about using the mobile in front of the TV, for example]
My house is really bad for reception. It takes ages for messages to come 
through anyway. And umm, there’s no reception downstairs. The only place 
there is reception is in my bedroom, which is quite convenient actually. You 
know they were calling for plans to put the new pylon over in Brookwood - 
between Brookwood and Knaphill - 1 like over there and there’s no reception 
over there.
What about you [Alice]?
Umm, I use it both on calls and text messages. When I first got this one [3310 
for study] I called people and I sent text messages like I would with my normal 
phone. But then I just realised that eveiybody that I know are on one-2-one 
and it just didn’t work out because I ’d be forking out 50p per minute and 
everything. So then I thought ‘ok lets be practical about this now, there’s really 
no need to spend that much.’ And the text messages are only like 5p so...
I’ve only got a little bit of credit left now.
From your fifty quid?
Yeah, I ’ve got about £5 left.
Last time I checked I had £15 left. And it only went down that quickly... Okay
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I called umm my cousin in Nigeria to say hi. [Explains how she used her phone 
to call her cousin, her friend in America, and her boyfriend].
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So where do you use your phone. Or phones. You’ve got two!
I ’ve got two and three chips.
Oh, how have you managed to get three chips?
Um well there’s a chip in each phone and then I ’ve got an extra one from pay as 
you go from the days of me thinking pay as you go might be the way to go. It 
didn’t help so I went back to the contract... I ’m getting slightly... I didn’t really 
like the handset to start off with, but I think I’m getting attached to it because...
Which one is that? The new one?
The 3310 yeah. Because I’ve just suddenly remembered that I can save about 
six different ring tones and I ’m slightly into my ring tones [Laughs].
Yeah.
I’m thinking, because with the other one you have to delete.,.
What have you got now?
I’ve got a 3210, and the other one’s a 3310. And with that one if you wanted to 
save you only had two wasn’t it? You only had two ring tones that you could 
save on there, and after that you probably had to delete it and replace it with 
something. But with this one I can save as many as I want. And the chances of 
me wanting to delete them are very slim.
Do you use the ring tones a lot? Do you change it?
Yeah, I change it.
You can personalise them can’t you for different people?
I personalise it. I change it.
Yeah.
Yeah, I ’ve done that. My mum’s got that -  you know that Vader March -  That’s 
what my mum and dad are. They don’t actually know yet. [Laughs]. They 
haven’t heard it ring with them on it.
Implying like they’re like Darth Vader?
Yeah, It goes [hums tune].
So are you sort of a home user [Alice] or...?
I ’m an everywhere, eveiyday, every time user really, [laughs] I ’ll be in 
the kitchen using it, in the living room watching TV, on the computer,... 
[inaudible]... I have the house phone next to me because my mum goes to work 
at nights and I have to answer it so it doesn’t wake up my gran. So the house 
phone’s next to me, my mobile’s next to me, my computer’s in front of me I ’m
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on the Internet, I ’m playing music and I ’ve got like my text books everywhere. 
So the place looks a bit... like I ’m not really doing much. Then my phone rings, 
I ’m talking and the music is playing and the thing is... and I’ve got the TV on 
as well.
So how do you handle all that information?
I’m weird.
So you don’t mind it?
No.
... and you can work with all that as well?
I can’t work if the place is quiet. I can’t stand quiet so the louder it is the better 
it is. For some reason I concentrate and I get some work done when I feel 
like... Cause when there’s a lot of noise I feel like oh yeah I ’m busy,... being 
like kept busy so I don’t kind of like get distracted by whatever. But if it’s quiet 
I start thinking about random things and I just get distracted.
Jenny, do you have a phone?
Yeah.
Where do you use yours?
Umm, don’t know. Mainly when I’m at my dance class.
Dance class? Why’s that?
Just like cause I always ring my mum to tell her whether I ’m walking home or 
whether I want her to pick me up.
[I get a call on my mobile. As I talk two boys in the background start shouting] 
Oh! That was a noise! [Refers to phone ringing]
Hello [answers phone and talks]
Hello!! Can you turn your phone off please! No mobiles in the study room! 
PLEASE!! [Group Laugh when I hang up]
In your dance class?
Yeah.
You said to call your parents?
Yeah, mainly.
To tell them what?
Just like pick up times and stuff and whether I ’m staying late cause sometimes I 
help out and I teach. So sometimes I don’t get picked up at the normal times... 
And also I use it at break time when I ’m at work as well -  Just sit there and...
316
Jenny:
A lex:
Jackie:
A lex:
Jenny:
Jackie:
Jenny:
A lex:
Jackie:
Jenny:
A lex:
Jackie:
0:26:01
Jenny:
Jackie:
A lex:
Jackie:
Jenny:
Jackie:
A lex:
Jackie:
A lex:
Jackie:
A lex:
Jackie:
Jackie: Oh my God, if I was working with her... Oh my God, I’d just be perving the 
whole time.
.. .cause I work at the swimming pool...
Perving? Jackie!
They’re all really fit lads.
So what sort of text messages do you send at work?
Well, like the other day, Jackie sent me a message asking me whether I wanted 
to go to the cinema or not.
Oh yeah I remember that.
So I sent her a message in my break.
So obviously when you’re working you can’t check your phone?
Well actually, you know Lisa -  she works in the cinema -  she takes her phone 
with her all the time and she allowed to...
Well yeah there are some places where people can sort of walk around with 
their phones, but I can’t. I can’t get away with it. Cause if I go in the water...
And do you use it at home to send messages or to call?
She will because I ’m going to text her tonight. [Laughs]
Yeah, I usually only use my phone at home when people text me. I don’t 
usually use it... I usually use the home phone to contact...
Like people were being really horrible the other day to her friend who supports 
Huddersfield, [laughs] Cause you know they went down? They were relegated?
Oh that’s right yeah.
... And everyone... How many people sent her a message? About five...
There was three. There was three. Three of the boys sent her a text message 
saying... laughing at her cause she supports them...
Three different ones. So there’s a way of making fun out of people using text 
messages.
Using text messages?
Well, not making fun, you know.
Do you think people take it quite personally or do you think it’s more of a laugh 
with text messages?
No. I don’t think they do. No, I think it’s a laugh.
I ’ve heard that a lot of people dump boyfriends or whatever using text 
messages...
Who would think... That is the worst way. That is like a bitchy thing to do [She
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That is worst than writing a letter or saying...
Shall we tell you our little stoiy? It’s really bitchy of us to tell you, but... I’m 
going to have to put this down [referring to the video camera] so I can explain 
this with my hands ok. I need to get your opinion... Our friend, he’s really 
gullible, he’s really weak ok. He’s really lovely. His girlfriend has dumped him 
four times in four weeks and it was over text messages. And you know it was 
the ball on Thursday. We were all really happy at the ball and her phone got 
stolen [points to Jenny], And umm,...
By who?
Just by some lads. They were going around nicking everyone’s phones because 
they’re easy things to sell off.
How did they do it?
They just went into my bag.
And then they pretend it’s their phone and they walk away. They just walk up 
and get the phone.
They just go through people’s bags?
Yeah. But this boy [the boy who was dumped via the text messages], he got 
her phone back for her and apparently he fancies her. Well there is a bit of 
history but that’s beside the point [giggles]... The thing is there’s umm...
And apparently he fancied her because he rescued her phone. And so he got a 
message saying ‘welcome to dumpsville, you’re dumped and you’re single’ ... 
all because of that. And basically we just hate her. I have to be nice to her. I 
don’t have to be nice to her actually. Actually I ’m not going to be nice to her 
anymore. I always say that....
So... you got your phone stolen. And whose this girl.
Her boyfriend got my phone back. He told her what he’d done. So she assumed 
that he liked me cause he got my phone back.
So she dumped him over text message. That’s like the second, no the third.,. 
Third. In a month.
First time she blamed me and then she blamed her [points to Jenny]. So she 
hasn’t blamed herself yet.
So why is that the worst way?
Cause it’s so impersonal. It’s like over the Internet as well.
It’s... It’s very... It’s worst that being a coward. It’s worst than calling someone 
when you know they’re a thousand miles away and going ‘oh yeah, by the way, 
you’re dumped.’ It’s terrible. I mean, I knew someone in the previous year... 
The year above me... She was going out with this guy... Well she was really 
into him and she thought he felt the same way and everything, so they slept 
together. The next day he sends her a text. She was really, really happy and then 
I think something happened at College and then she wasn’t feeling she wasn’t
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feeling so good anyway. And then all she gets is a text... you know the happy 
‘oh yeah, my boyfriend’s sent me a text, he’ll makes things better thing.’? And 
it said, ‘you’re dumped.’ Okay, that’s not funny. And she was just crying...
It’s the same if people ask you out over text messages. It’s just cowardly.
I ’ve never heard never heard of that one.
The Internet’s the same. When people are going out over the Internet. It’s really 
stupid. I think it’s silly anyway -  they haven’t actually ever met each other.
Do you think there’s sort of levels of... Is it an emotional thing or what? I 
mean, if you said it to someone’s face, compared to a text message or a letter or 
on the phone or...
It’s... I hate to use this term... It’s a copout, it’s lame. I don’t know that’s me 
personally cause I hate to leave things without knowing... I don’t know, it’s just 
unfinished business. You can’t just send a message and say, you know, ‘you’re 
dumped.’ Just call me and say we need to talk... ‘We need to talk’ can only 
mean one thing, but...
Yeah.
But I ’m horrible because a lot of times when I send a message to my boyfriend 
and I just.,. He knows that I hate it when someone sends me a text message 
with just one word, with just one sentence and that’s it...
I hate that too.
And he knows that whenever I do it it’s probably something big. So I just send 
him a message like, ‘we need to talk’ and that’s it.
So short messages lead up to something big? Yeah!
And I hate it when people send it all in capitals.
I HATE it! Oh my gosh!
It does my head in cause you want them to send you more and then if they start 
ignoring you afterwards then you’re like ‘Hello, hello!’
I hate it when they do it in capitals and sometimes when they don’t put 
punctuation marks in, ah, it annoys me. Another thing I’ve noticed is that 
okay, you’re going outside the normal rules of the normal everyday English 
language writing and everything and so because of that you don’t have to keep 
conforming to the commas, full stops, and the capitals and all that. But still, it 
bugs me when people refuse to do it properly. They put three words together 
and there’s no identification of where it starts or where it ends, no full stop, no 
nothing. It just looks horrible.
Or some people put... What they do is they put small ones and to save space... 
they write small ones and write put capital letters next to it, but it’s still joined 
on without a space and then it small ones again, so you can sort of see the 
difference but it’s still annoying.
So when you say do it properly you mean there’s almost an acceptable way...
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Yeah, because there’s some words for instance... it you don’t have enough 
space ok and you’re too cheap to send two messages instead one, what you can 
do is probably,... your ‘&’ - use the symbol -  so even if you join it together
-  the fact that there’s a symbol in between it -  that kind of isn’t as bad as if you 
squashed everything together and it was all three just looking urr...
So there are acceptable ways...
Yeah, but I know what you mean about the short ones that just say ‘NO’ .
Cause they were sending them the other day just saying ‘No’. So I was asking 
them whether they were going to the ball and they were just saying ‘no, no, 
no.’ That’s all he sent me and I was like... It just doesn’t feel like your getting 
anywhere. It doesn’t feel like you’re talking to someone.
It’s bad basically when you send just one word or just one-sentence things... I 
just say, you know, ‘we need to talk.’ And then he calls me and I won’t pick up 
the phone. He’ll ring and ring and I won’t pick up the phone and then he’ll send 
a text message and I won’t pick the phone.
Playing hard to get [laughs]
And then I’ll be like, ‘Oo sorry! ’
‘Sorry, my phone must have been on silent.’ It’s a good copout.
Oh yeah, I say that all the time. It’s like ‘oh so what do you want to talk about?’ 
‘Oh, I just wanted to know if you’re coming down to day?’ And he’s like 
‘Errgh!’ ... You can use it to wind people up. Sometimes when, umm, I call him, 
I call his phone and the minute it rings -  just the first ring -  I ’ll hang up. ‘Ring’
-  first ring and I’ll hang up and I ’ll do that about five or six times. And I’m 
always afraid he’s in a lesson. He doesn’t tend to switch his phone off or put it 
on silent. It’s always on ‘personal’ . So if it rings I know it’s going to interrupt 
his lesson. If I ’m feeling evil I just do that and I call him like six times and just 
hang up each time and then eventually he’ll switch it off. And then he’ll call 
me and go: ‘You stupid girl. Why were you calling me?’ I ’m like:
‘Calling you? Oh my phone must have been... I forgot it to lock it or something 
so I must have sat on it or something.’ I’m like ‘how dare you call me stupid!’ 
and he starts apologising. I feel really good. I’ve never told him that I actually 
do it intentionally. He doesn’t know that yet,... but it’s fun... Like I do it when 
Ezra is there sometimes and she just laughs and then she hears him apologising 
because I just go ‘how dare you call me stupid! ’ and I pretend that I ’m taking 
offence and he just thinks that I ’m really getting offended. And he’s like: ‘I ’m
sorry, I’m sorry. You know I love you really. I ’m so sorry, I ’ ll never ever...’ And 
Ezra’s going ‘Oh my God, oh my God. He is such a dunce! ’ I ’m like “Yeah! ’ So 
you can have fun making fun of people.
There’s like,..
[I ask how people spend all their credit.]
I end up phoning people and that goes really quickly... and also text messages.
I don’t know. You don’t think you’ve done very many and then you end up with 
like three pounds gone. Or, you like check you’re balance and you’ve got loads 
left. It’s like really difficult -  you can’t really gauge it. Some days you use loads
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and you think you’ve only used a really little amount.
Jenny, you seem a little more cautious. You said you use your home phone 
more. W hy’s that?
Mainly because I have to pay for the vouchers m yself so I mean I put £10 on 
my phone about,... I think it was at the beginning o f last mouth and I ’ve still 
got three pound left out o f  it. S o ...
Really? [Group laugh.]
You don’t use your plione do you? [She says surprised]
That’s good. So how do you manage... Do you feel like there’s a pressure to 
use it more often?
Not really, I just use it in emergencies and stuff like that.
So do you think that there are some people who you expect to use it a lot and so 
they will do and some people... perhaps people have said, okay, well Jenny’s 
not going to use her phone a lot so that’s ok w e’ ll accept that.
I change that. I’ ll make her use her credit [They laugh]
There’s some people I refuse to send messages to because I know they won’t 
reply because they never have credit on their phone yet they always expect you 
to send them messages. And i f  they do eventually decide to reply they’ll send 
it over the Internet. Oh, that bugs me by the way. I hate it when people send 
messages...
What powered b y...
yeah, powered by Yahoo or whatever.
You never know who it’s from as well, because sometimes they forget to sign it.
Yeah. It just really, really bugs me. I just don’t reply. I don’t even acknowledge 
whoever sends it. Even after they tell me ‘oh by the way it was me.’ I go ‘Oh 
was it. O k.’
Why is that?
I don’t . .. Because they expect me to send them messages which is fine. Ok I 
send you messages and you don’t reply because you refuse to put credit on your 
phone -  not because they don’t have the money. They just don’t wanna! And 
when they do decide to reply you do it by the Internet. It’s just cheap. It’s lame!
I don’t know how you do it on the Internet.
[and Jenny explain how to send messages via the Internet]
So do you think by doing that they’re not really showing commitment to your 
relationship or something?
They’re just being cheap [group laughs]. They’re just being cheap.
But it’s good to have the computer if  you do ran out o f credit and it’s like 
over... I ran out over the Easter weekend and I was like ‘oh no’ and there 
was nowhere open and it was just on Sunday. Cause everyone thought I was
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ignoring them. I kept on getting messages saying ‘Are you ignoring me? Are 
you awake? Are you ignoring me?’ And I was like ‘I can’t reply. Help!’ [says 
in sad voice] And then I used my Dad’s phone and I get into trouble. Cause he 
starts saying ‘I don’t want other people knowing this phone number because I 
don’t want your friends calling me on this phone.’
[Brief discussion about the capability to withhold numbers. Alice tells a story 
about a friend.]
The night before the ball, yeah, I really wanted someone to go and he said he 
wasn’t going to go and then... I sent a text message saying ‘are you going to the 
ball’ and he just said ‘N o!’ He just said one word ‘No, no, no!’ loads o f times. 
And then I found out he was with his friend. He was with Steffi [says to Jenny], 
I was phoning up one o f them asking for advice what to do with the other 
one... [group laughs] and they were together. And then he goes ‘ Oh, I don’t 
know, he’s being a dick or something.’ And he was standing next to him and he 
was slagging him o ff and he was trying to get me to slag him o ff as well. And 
then I phoned up and he goes ‘Oh, withhold your number and phone him up.’
So I withheld my number and phoned up the boy and now I feel really stupid 
because everything I was doing they were giggling at. And then I phoned up the 
other one and said ‘oh, he’s not answering my phone call and what shall I do!’
It was so funny. It wasn’t funny at the time. I was like really depressed. I was 
like ‘oh, I'm  not going to go. I’m not going to go to the ball. And they [referring 
to her friends I think] were like make sure you go because they turn up in the 
end and that was really sweet. And then I was really happy. Sony, that’s just my 
weird story.
So what’s this steeling thing? Is there sort o f a black market in phones then? 
Yeah. Lots o f people have their phones stolen...
Because it’s an easy thing just to sell o ff to someone else. Umm cause...
... they just take the chips out don’t they?
yeah, they just take the chips out and throw them and then just sell the phone.
So the chips are almost worthless because you can’t use them because you can 
trace them.
Yeah, cause if  you keep the chips you can trace it or it gets blocked anyway.
As soon as you call whoever you’re with -  your service provider -  that you’ve 
lost your phone they block o ff the chip so it’s worthless having the chip. The 
handset itself...
So a lot o f people will buy their ow n... like they buy a cheap phone and take 
the chip out and put it in a nicer phone.
So is it sort o f known that you can go to certain people inside o f college or 
outside and say ‘I ’m looking for a phone...’
I don’t really think it is, but I know a lot o f them are doing it.
So who takes them like at the ball?
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They were people from outside college who got invited to the ball.
They did it before -  the time before as well.
So they just go through people’s bags and look for people’s phones.
And the thing they just come and as soon as they take it they just switch it o ff 
automatically so you trying ringing your phone and you can’t get through.
You go straight through to the answer phone. So it’s only i f  you actually have 
contacts and you know whose doing it that you can get your phone back.
How much will they sell it for?
Some o f them don’t sell it. I know some people who get phones and they use 
it as an insurance scam basically. [Alice goes on to tell story about getting new 
phones from phone companies].
Do you think in the black market the phone has a high value?
Definitely!
Yeah definitely. It has.
Are there certain people who are phone users and you know that they’re phone 
users? Are there types o f people?
Yeah, well, most people are and there are a few people that don’t use phones 
and it’s more that you’re aware o f  the people that don’t use the phones than the 
people who use the phones.
And why do you think there are people who choose not to?
I don’t really know. M aybe... they’re a bit addictive. One you start using 
them a lot you have cany on using them a lot. But if  you like begin from the 
beginning not using them very much then you just say the sam e... You have to 
resist temptation o f the phone.
But I think it’s also to with time. How much time people have, cause I hardly 
have any time to do anything else cause I’m always dancing. Whereas Jackie...
I’m just lazy...
She’s just lazy [They laugh].
No, I do it when I revising, you know, and you’re left in the room and 
everything. So you can do... I f  you’re a more active person then you can’t do 
two things at once... You can’t do that and the active thing at the same time. 
Whereas i f  you’re just studying or doing work then you can sit and do it at the 
same time. So it depends what sort o f  activity you’re doing.
One o f  the girls that I see in the canteen. Almost every time I see her she sits at 
the table with her friends and she puts her phone like that so she can see it and 
she puts it on top o f  her books [place phone on it’s side with the screen facing 
me]. Why do you think she does that?
Alice:
Alex:
Jackie:
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Jackie:
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To see the message when it comes in.
Why not like that [puts the phone down flat]?
[laughs] I do that as well. It has to be at an angle. I don’t know why I do it but it 
has to be at an angle. I have to see it
Cause only you can see it i f  it’s like that. I f  you have it facing that way and 
suddenly your screen lights up everyone’s like ‘you got a message.’
Sarnia does it like that doesn’t she?
I don that just to know when my message comes in. Cause sometimes when it’s 
flat on the table you can’t really see... Cause you know when the screen lights 
up? The light shines on it so you can’t really see when the lights up or not. And 
i f  it’s 011 a discrete thing sometimes you don’t hear. But when it’s angled like 
that, you can see it,... cause it says one message, or something, so you know 
when it pops up
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Jackie: Like whenever mine’s on vibrate it like moves and you hear it.TAPE 4: 15-
May-2001
Alex, Lauren, Paul and Susie
[I ask about the sharing o f mobile phones]
I think they’re just socialising basically. It’s really good. When you run out o f 
things in conversation you just bring out your mobile, you know. Obviously 
you might have something to talk about and there could be another social chat 
thing... Yeah, so I think it can be used as a social tool.
So can you think up an example...
Like that funny flashing text message. I had a laugh with my friends for about 
five, ten minutes with that message [group laugh]
You’re very sad Paul!
So it plugged a gap in the whole thing... It was in the library. Cause in the 
library you can’t speak and it’s a bit boring.
I share crap jokes on mine. Cause, umm, Imie sends me crap jokes so I tell 
everyone else. He sends them to me in the middle o f the night...
Oh I texted someone the other day saying ‘I can see you’ and she was really 
scared and so she sent back saying ‘I can’t see you’ and then I sent back saying 
‘oh it’s me, love me.’ And then she was like ‘Oh ok’ and then it was all good.
Could you see her? Where was she?
No, she was in her house and I was in my house [laughs]
Oh, you made her paranoid?
Yeah! It was really fun.
That’s awful.
No, but it was Jenny.
Oh, that’s okay then [laughs].
It could be an extension o f email. Cause I used to send jokes over the Internet 
and now I do it on the phone. Even though that’s more expensive.
God dam it!
God dam expenses!
Yeah, it’s kind o f like email in a way.
So why do you think it’s shifted from email to...
Well you can’t put hardly anything on it. I always have to go through and put 
like my ‘befores’ to ‘b 4 \ ..
Yeah.
3 2 4
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... and fry to cut down on the letters.
W hy’s that. Cause you run out o f...
You run out o f space...
You nm out o f characters.
With these phones [3310s] you can g o ...
Well it costs you three times doesn’t it?
It cost you three times...
It splits it up into three messages and sends it as three...
Because it says 400/1 and then when you role down to like 200 it goes to 2, 
then when you role down to 100 it goes to 3. [goes on to explain a problem with 
the message she sent -  she got squares...]
So do you ever send messages to people like next to you?
Only in law [laughs]...
Yeah, like we said last week. Yeah, we could have chatted about it but,...
What i f  you’re in a position where you can chat?
Yeah i f  someone says ‘Oh, that’s a really cool one.,’ like with the flashing one, 
or something like that, then you send it to them. Like when you sent us those 
ring tones and we were all sitting here.
Alright so it’s just like sharing things...
Yeah.
Not unless you’re having a private conversation.
Yeah, like when Claire will say... She won’t send it to me, but she’ll type it into 
her phone screen and pass it to me. So I ’ ll be like ‘ah, ok.’
It’s more like a plaything than an actual thing that you use in seriousness... 
Lauren, keep it clean... [groups laughs]
I mean, it’s like, I play games on my phone and I send, like, silly text messages 
or scary text messages depending on who you are [laughs] and things. I don’t 
really use it because I need it. I mean the only time when it becomes, like, a 
need thing is when I ’m calling my dad for him to come and get me.
[laughs] ‘Daddy!’
But then I could use a payphone really easily and I have a charge card number 
so it doesn’t cost me anything.
But then my parents are always trying to get hold o f me when I’m out. Umm, 
‘ Come home! ’
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It’s like having a pager. I used to have a pager and like that actually I dropped 
down the loo so it doesn’t work anymore. But when I had it, it was good 
because I could get messages but i f  I wasn’t anywhere near a phone then I was 
stuffed and I couldn’t reply to them for say an hour or something. Umm, if  I 
was on the train I couldn’t reply to them... But I . .. I fell safe having a phone...
Yeah.
Because I know I can always call people and people can always call me. But 
then I don’t feel safe because I ’m afraid somebody’s going to pickpocket me for 
it and take everything as well as the phone.
So you’ve got sort o f a double-edged sword. On one side it’s sort o f safety and 
on the other side you’re opening yourself up to being...
Yeah, so it’s kind o f  safety and totally the opposite o f safety.
Dangerous?!
Yeah [They laugh]. Ok no need to be nasty.
The other guys were talking about the black market in phones and things. Is that 
sort o f  a b ig ...
Oh yeah, w ell... Everyone’s dabbled in a few ... 
everyone?
... alright I have sold a few.
Really? Where do you get them from?
Umm, they’re basically they’re old Nokias. And you can update them -  you 
know with the colour screens that I said -  my friend does it, so we get... we 
buy old Nokias old people.
So people have not clearly stolen them or something
No, I haven’t bought any goods phones, trust me. Umm, like my old phone. M y 
contract. When I updated it I had one o f those bigger versions, yeah and people 
sell them o ff for five pounds because they’re not really worth anything these 
days. And then you can unlock the phones anyway and then you can put all the 
colour LCDs and things and sell them.
So you’ve got like this recycling o f phones?
Yeah, but I don’t know i f  that’s illegal. I don’t think it is.
Recycling your phone. I don’t think so because it’s your property isn’t it?
Yeah, cause that phone was mine.
Once you’ve bought, you’ve bought it and you can sell it on as you wish.
But people are always trying to ... Well, one person is always trying to sell me 
vouchers that he steals and tries to sell them to me for half the face value.
Where does he steal them from?
A t the shop that he works at. And it’s awful but I obviously don’t buy any
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because I’ve still got £40 left [from the £50 voucher I ’ve given her]. There 
wouldn’t be any point and I wouldn’t be able to use them... so yeah there’s 
loads o f... It’s weird that... I heard on the news the other day -  the kids news 
[laughs] -  that they’re starting to have this card thing that you go and get it 
updated with more money every time, rather than buying vouchers. And that 
sounds like a lot more full proof, or why don’t they just have a bar code on 
the back o f your phone or the inside o f your phone or something that they 
just swipe and then it just get added on. Cause then it could just get added on 
directly, there’s no scratching, there’s no extra card anyway.
Vodafone already do that don’t they, with a card.
Well, it’s not very widespread though.
N o...
[I ask about phone ‘ culture’]
It’s not just a phone anymore.
It’s o f value.
It can be used as an asset as well.
It what way
Oh, in many ways. I f  I ’ve got a great phone that might reflect your personality 
and things like that and then other things as well. I mean they are worth a bit as 
well -  some o f them.
I’ve always wanted to get a like... You know how people get chains to put their 
wallet on so i f  someone steals it then it like will jolt and then they’ll run away 
and you keep your wallet. They should so put a whole through the phone so you 
could put a chain through it so you can hook it on you because I ’m so scared...
Yeah, but then it’s got to be a long chain hasn’t it?
Well you could just take it o ff when you’re going to use it.
True.
But, I feel really unsafe having it in my pocket. And also because when you 
have it in your pocket it makes you look so fat [group laughs].
It does!
I’m walking along and I’m like big bum!
When boys have it in their pocket it looks a bit different!
Like in Austria they’ve got these Swatches and when I . .. I ’ve got a Swatch 
watch... and you can put your lift passes on them when you go up the mountain 
and you just zap it past the machine. They could put them one on these and then 
you could just go into Vodaphone put ten pounds on and then...
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That’s what I just said.
Where do you guys use your phones most often?
When I’m in bed and I can’t be bothered to get to the other phone [laughs].
Yeah, when it’s charging on my bedside table I use it all the tim e...
Yeah... [jokes about ‘plaything in bed] M y boyfriends at Uni so he’ll get in late 
after a night at the Union and he’ ll phone me at about half three in the morning 
and stupidly I answer the phone... so it’s also so it doesn’t wake the family 
up as well. And it keeps my family home line free cause they always get very 
annoyed when I’m on the phone.
Yeah why is that?
Cause Paul has a free number to me, to my house. And even i f  I ’m not calling 
him it’s still tying up the family line and people are always trying to get 
through.
M y family says that to and it’s like what’s the point o f having a phone if  I can’t 
be on it [laughs].
I ’m like ‘get me my own line then, even i f  it only takes incoming calls.’
So they discourage you from using your home phone but they don’t pay for 
your mobile phone...
And then they complain... M y old phone was a contract phone and my dad 
used to find it hilarious when my bill came in.
Are there any other reasons besides convenience for using it at home in your 
bedroom?
Umm,.. it’s a nice comfort thing. Like if  your at home, on your own on a 
Saturday night and your thinking o k ...
This is getting dirty again!
So you like text people and it’s just like a friendship link thing...
It’s always nice to hear from someone you haven’t heard from for a while. Even 
if  it’s to just to say ‘hi’ . It’s like ‘A it, they were thinking o f me.’ You know 
sometimes when you really can’t be bothered to speak to someone and you 
have to make the effort to phone them -  it’s like ‘ err’ -  whereas you can just 
send them a quick message saying everything you want to say without having 
all the harassing details... Just saying ‘ look, here, there, thank you, bye! ’
Do the conversations end up being long and drawn out...
I ’ve had an argument, I had an argument with Nick xxx over text messaging...
It cost me a fortune. The thing is that once you’ve said something on a text, or 
once someone has said something to you when you’re arguing with them it’s 
not like when you’re having a verbal argument cause you hear it goes, where as 
in a text you see it and still there and on your phone and it’s like...
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... and you get more and more and more woimd up! It’s like ‘Errrgh! ’
Can you express yourself through it? 
you can...
I think you always seem much more harsh because people assume you mean it 
in the worst way.
Yeah
Where as if  they hear the tone o f your voice it’s different.
and can’t see how they mean it
I almost broke up with my ex on text messaging...
Really, apparently it’s quite popular to ...
Cause it’s really impersonal. You can say ‘ok piss off, bye!’
But he wouldn’t dump me on text because he’s weird about that kind o f  thing, 
like doing it to your face and stuff...
What, he wants to or he doesn’t?
N o he wouldn’t. He wouldn’t have. But umm, I was sitting outside his house 
cause he decided to go home and I wanted to go to the park. S o l  went to 
the park and he went home. And umm then got board so I went to his house. 
Sitting outside... He text me saying umm, ‘go home or come back to my house 
because it’s Friday night and there’s lots o f weirdoes around’ and umm, I text 
him back saying ‘Well this would be cheaper i f  you let me in.’ So he text me 
back saying ‘Fine.’ And I knocked on the door and he didn’t let me in. So I 
was like crying ‘ flicking hell, I ’m going home’ and then he still didn’t let me in 
[laughs]. And then he came to his door just for no reason, looked out o f his door 
and he was like ‘oh no!’ And I was like ‘no! Go away! I ’m going home!’
‘I ’m stropy now’
But it’s just because he didn’t realise I was there because the text I ’d sent didn’t 
make sense to it. And when sent that message ‘I can see you’ to this girl she 
didn’t know who it was because she didn’t have my number. So you have... it’s 
like when people texted m e,... when people paged me, and didn’t say who it 
was. There’s no way o f contacting them, whereas on the phone you’ve got their 
number... most o f the time.
It’s like on the Internet and their pissing about saying ‘ha, ha! Do you know 
who this is?’ ‘obviously not!’ [laughs]
And you can’t reply to that either.
They should make text messages with, er, emotions. I f  you get what I mean. 
Because often people... about the tones, you know, they get mixed up... you 
know, i f  you’re trying to be sarcastic.
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How could they do that?
I don’t know, I don’t know. Maybe put a noise to it or something. I don’t know. 
I’m just thinking.
You know how u can talk over the Internet via video? You could do that, but by 
speaker and have it kinda saved as a voice message instead o f just a text.
How would that be different to speaking to them? I think it would be, but how?
Well, because you’d be on the Internet and you don’t have to have a phone 
and...
So hold on, so I could use my Internet connection, send a message and it could 
get to your phone via the Internet?
As a voice message, yeah... And then you don’t need a phone. I f  you’re at 
college or at home -  no not at home -  i f  you’re at college or in the library or 
something, you don’t need to pay for it. Cause I use the Internet all the time 
instead o f  sending text messages just because it’s free.... And like i f  you’re 
playing on the Internet and you think ‘oh my God. I ’ve got to text someone and 
tell them something! ’ then it’s a lot easier to do it then and to get it over with 
than to wait and text them properly.
What about you Paul. What do you use your phone for?
Well, I mostly ring the lady [laughs]... and spend about half an hour. That’s 
why my phone bill so high.
What talking?
Yeah, talking. O f course I have to text her, you know, when I go to bed... 
[sounds o f acknowledgement from others].
When you wake up...
You have to? What do you mean you have to?
It’s your duty really.
Yeah, you have to.
It’s the rules!
The rules! What are the rules?
You need to say goodnight.
Yeah, you need to say good night, you need to say good morning...
Otherwise?
Otherwise they get stropy and they dump you for being insensitive! [group 
laugh]
What happened before mobiles.
Well you didn’t! It just wasn’t available then was it!
Well you could phone and say ‘Night. I love you, bye.’
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Yeah, I used to phone all the time, on my house phone...
Yeah, I used to ring her before I went to bed yeah, but in the morning that 
couldn’t happened. Really, this [picks up his mobile] has made my life hell! 
And now work can contact me. I mean work contacted me when I was in the 
library saying ‘ oh, you need to do some more overtime for us.’ So everyone 
can... I use it for work as well mainly.’
What do you do for work?
Umm, sell suits, hire out suits. Things like that. Wedding gear things like that. 
But it’s such a small company. There’s only about 11 people in this whole 
company.,. [continues talking about job and Susie talks about her job]. Never 
work Wednesdays. Never work Wednesdays. That’s when we finish early from 
college isn’t it?... Yeah, go into Woking for coffee.
Is that the place to go?
It’s only where me and Nick go.
Most people get driven to ...
No. The place to go is Costa!
Is it?
Yes!
And hang out with your mobile phones? Costa Coffee in Woking or Guildford?
There isn’t one in Woking. Costa coffee in Guildford was my home from last 
summer.
I was up there, probably last summer. A ll these kids were there using there 
phones and stuff...
That was my group. We sat in there everyday over the whole summer and then 
we went for piss-ups over at people’s houses and it was great.
He’s going to show this to his boss.
You can cut that...
What do you all do up there then.
Well I hate coffee so I drank lemonade.
Well that was the thing. No one actually had anything. They might have one 
cup o f coffee and there were like eight people sitting there.
They made a rule after we spent the whole summer in there not buying stuff 
that you had to be drinking constantly, which is really stupid.
And what is everyone doing with their phones?
You just text people, get texters [laughs]... get texts and play games and stuff. 
Cause I didn’t have a mobile at that point so I was still into the games and 
things.
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What, playing people’s games on their mobiles.
Trying to beat there highest scores and things like that.
Someone did that. M y friend Rachel did that yesterday and I was like ‘tut!’
M y brother always does. I don’t let him play on my phone anymore, only on 
your one. I was like ‘no that’s your phone for games. This is my one. This is 
low scores and your high scores.’
M y mum doesn’t send me as many letters anymore because she texts me.
Your mum text messages you?
It’s really sad. She tries to get all hip but you know ...
She uses all the hip lingo?
She’s always texting her friends.
Do you think parents are starting to pick up on this?
No. M y parents can’t cope at all. But then they don’t own a phone so it’s 
completely alien to them.
M y dad can’t.
No, my mum can’t even turn on the computer [laughs].
M y dad has one but it’s for his business and he absolutely hates cause it’s 
always ringing. And I keep telling him to turn it o ff and he says ‘oh, I’ve got to 
earn the money so I can pay the little one’s school fees! ’ Because both my little 
brother and sister go to private school and my sister’s at uni so it’s a nightmare.
So you’ve got three siblings? And so they sent you to the non-private?
Well I was at private till last year [talks about her school and a friend call 
‘ Storm’]
A  lot o f  my friends say they don’t want mobiles... They can afford ‘em. It’s just 
that they say that they don’t always want to be
... able to be contacted
... to be contacted. And i f  you’ve got your phone o ff then it means you’re doing 
something naughty or something like that.
Yeah, you’re parents get suspicious i f  your phones off.
So you’re almost obligated to have your phone on i f  you have it?
So I always have mine on silent.
Yeah, my dad gets really mad i f  I don’t have my phone on. He leaves like a how 
much o f  horrible voice mails saying ‘Why don’t you have you’re phone on. 
What’s the point o f having a phone i f  you’re not going to have it on. Ra ra ra! ’
Yeah boring...
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Susie: I just put it on silent. I f  I don’t want to be contacted I put it on silent.
Lauren: But then it vibrates.
Paul: That’s the only reason! [laughs]
Alex: What about your friends? I f  you don’t answer to your friends?
Susie: Oh they’re fine.
Paul: Oh it’s great! It’s great for ignoring people.
Susie: That’s what I like about mobiles. You can screen your calls. You can choose
who you want to talk to ...
Paul: Until they start withholding their number...
Susie: Yeah, which is just irritating.
Alex: But people don’t mind i f  you don’t answer their calls?
Paul: Oh I never answer Andy xxx.
Susie: Don’t you?
Paul: No, never!
Lauren: Why?
Paul: Oh, he’s alright in small doses...
Alex: So are there certain sorts o f mobile uses...
Lauren: Well it’s like a whole persona o f a person. Like you can tell the ‘rude’ boys who
go around holding it out and letting it ring five times while they walk through 
crowds o f  people before they pick it up...
Susie: And then they go ‘hey! ’
Lauren: They go ‘ ’ello!’ or ‘ ’ey!’ [mimics posturing] or whatever. And then there are the
people who are just quiet about it who don’t really care. That it’s just like...
Alex: Do you think there are social rules that you have to follow either portray being
in one group or another?
Lauren: Well, it depends whether you’re showing it off. Because like, I used to have this
girl in my school who lives on the Hockering. Do you know it?
Paul: I used to live there!
Lauren: It’s like million pound houses! And she’s just so rich and she has props and
like when she was 11 she had a mobile phone and she just showed it off. And it 
didn’t mean anything because she showed everything o ff and it was kinda cool 
for her, but to everyone else it was like ‘ok!’ [in sinical tone]
Paul: [talks about people who live there and show off]
Alex: Are there times where you can have your phone out and it might not be seen as
offensive and are there times where it might be offensive.
Lauren: Yeah. In college you can have it out. Like in Oman... it’s just so safe you can
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have your phone and your wallet out on the table no problem. So I got used 
to that when I went for like a month and then I came back here, had it out - 1 
didn’t have a mobile at this point -  put out my wallet on the table and someone 
nicked it. Even just like chocolate bars people just like nick from the canteen. 
Arrgh, little boys... And in college I feel safe... When I ’m sitting with a big 
table o f people I feel safe to have my mobile out, my wallet out... whatever.
Why because more people are likely to see...
Well, just because I know that people like to pick it up, play a game, read my 
text messages whatever...
That really annoys me when people read my messages.
I know, I nearly cried when I read [inauidible] his. I didn’t mean to. I was only 
winding him up.
Well I erased all mine so I could send some out and they wouldn’t send so I had 
to erase everything else and now I have none, cause I sent them and now I’ve 
erased them so now I’ve got none in my in or out box which is quite sad. But 
yeah... Umm, I was at Clapham Junction the other day when we went up for a 
conference and I was so worried. I kept checking my phone was still in my bag 
just be patting my bag. Not by looking... getting it out or anything because I 
was scared someone would nick it o ff me. But I didn’t see any scary people. It 
was just like the whole Clapham Junction type thing.
Arrh
It’s also an age thing as well. Cause adults never show o ff their mobiles. You 
never... I mean once you’ve reached the age o f twenty-five you keep in your 
handbag.
[laughs] Yeah, you might!
I keep it in my handbag all the time! [laughs]
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TAPE 5:
Alex, A lice and Lauren
Today w e’re sitting outside on the ‘mound’ . Lauren has the camera and is 
talking to someone standing nearby.
21-May-2001
... I ’m taking part in a mobile phone study and w e’re just filming our meetings 
and today it’s only me and [Alice] and Alex.
You’re taking part in a what, sorry?
Mobile phone study. Basically I have to waste some credit on a phone and... so 
I ’ve got a phone and I ’m trying to waste the credit, but it’s not working cause, 
umm,... cause I got dumped 4 or 5 weeks ago so ...
So you ain’t got no one to text...
Cause I don’t have anyone to text! But it’s ok ...
Well I ’ll just give you some numbers i f  you just randomly want to text ‘em.
Oh yeah baby! [says jokingly] So Good!
No, W hy don’t you just phone someone up for ages...
I do! I keep phoning people. I spoke to someone for like ten minutes 
Is it £50?
Yeah. I now I’ve still got £37 or something.
I don’t understand how you’ve still got £37 
I don’t know either.
Do you use the phone at all?
Yeah... [conversation goes on. B l  suggests Lauren text some people nearby.
I also ask about a boy in the canteen who has several phones. Alice talks a bit 
about it although most o f what she says is inaudible.]
[I ask about sharing phones and how often it occurs]
Well, loads o f the time now, when people don’t have credit, umm... they’ll say 
to someone else ‘ooh, can I borrow your phone?’ And like recently especially, 
everyone in my group has been doing that, saying ‘ooh can I borrow your 
phone for this?’
So how does that become acceptable because clearly it’s an expense for other 
people.
Yeah, but with friends then,... they give it back in different ways and like 
sometimes...
Because i f  you let them use your phone when they don’t have credit chances are
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when you don’t have then they might have and then you can share.
Alice: It’s like err,...
Lauren: It’s like a trade off.
Alice: Yeah
Alex: It’s almost like anything, like borrowing money for a drink or something.
Alice: Umm [she says in agreement]
Lauren: Yeah. And cause you know how most companies have stopped doing £5 credit
vouchers,...
Alex: Yeah.
Lauren: So i f  someone’s only got £5 then they’ll like buy you lunch and then you’ ll give
them some credit or whatever.
Alex: So it actually ends up being sort o f almost a direct swap then.
Alice: A  kind o f  currency.
Lauren: [tells story o f mix up with calls from friend]
0:07:32
Alex: [I ask about what people share]
Alice: It’s the messages mainly.
Alex: Mainly messages?
Lauren: Yeah.
Alice: I f  you’re extremely bored then you might think about games, but people don’t
really tend to go for games anymore.
Alex: So games are sort o f at the bottom o f the list?
Alice: Yeah.
Alex: Do you think that’s a predominate use o f phones? Sharing them like that?
Lauren: Well, the other day when I went out with some friends one o f  them went
home early and she sent me a text message saying ‘thanks for everything.
Have a really great time.’ And I just passed it around to everyone in the group 
and I said oh ‘ look at this text message.’ And she didn’t send it to everyone, 
obviously, cause that’s very expensive but she said say ‘hi’ to everyone so it 
was like - 1 don’t like this word, but it was a communal message -  but it was a 
communal message even though it was only to me.
Alex: Yeah. W hy don’t you like that word?
Lauren: Cause it reminds me o f toilets and showers.
Lauren: Yeah.
0:11:01
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Do you think there’s a preferred way o f sharing phones? I mean is it to just 
hand it around?
Just hand it around basically. You find the phone moving around [gestures 
passing it around a circle]. I f  someone else just walks along and just snatches 
it o ff you it goes from there... So i f  you’re not careful it might go around and 
even people you don’t want to read it actually start reading it. And i f  it’s maybe 
funny or something very ‘Arr!’ [sweet] somebody goes ‘oh my god. Look at 
this message’ And every just turns around and wants to see the message, it can 
be sometimes embarrassing.
So, what is it about sharing messages like that? Why do people find it so 
appealing?
Cause it’s like a diary really. It’s reading something private. I think you should 
be able to lock messages and have a password cause like sometimes you want 
to keep them but you want to take them o ff because people like read them like 
just by accident or whatever.
So by getting your phone people are getting access to private things -  things 
that are private to yourself?
Yeah, definitely.
So what’s the sort o f content that you share?
Well mostly with friends it just jokes or like who’s going out with who. Just 
general gossip. Whatever. But like between a boyfriend and girlfriend it’s 
different It’s like,... it goes totally over the whole range. Like really, really 
angry and really loving, like ‘I love you’ stuff. But it’s really cool. It’s much 
better than a pager cause like you know those, you can’t swear or you can’t 
say certain things over a pager. And you also have to tell the person what you 
want to say. Like when people used to page me they used to say ‘oh my God! 
The woman was like ‘ arr, that’s so cute”  And things. Like my boyfriend used to 
page me and they hated that, but now you can ju st... No one else has to see it. 
But then sometimes other people do.
[I ask whether there are certain people you’ ll share content with.]
I think it’s just like having your average communication, I mean talk with 
anybody. There’re certain things you’ll say to certain people. That applies with 
text as well. There’s certain things that you want them to see and that you don’t 
want them to see -  you just can’t see it!
Is there something about the way a phone is designed that allows you to share it 
between smaller groups as opposed to larger groups? What is it about the phone 
that what I call ‘affords’ certain ways o f using it?
Well you can shield it can’t you? It’s not like it’s so big that you can’t umm, 
can’t cover it up.
Why would you... What sort o f situation would you be in where you wanted to 
shield it?
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Well i f  you’re sitting next to two people and you only wanted to talk to one o f 
them about something. And you can like cover it with your hands or whatever. 
But also it’s quite open so you can show other people...
So you have options for shielding it or sharing it between people -  perhaps one 
or two people with a group?
Yeah.
Susie mentioned last week - 1 didn’t really pick up on it until I listened to it the 
other day -  that umm, sometimes you’ ll talk to someone and instead o f them 
speaking they’ll write a message and just show the message. Does that happen a 
lot?
Yeah. Yeah. You might be sitting next to each other and you don’t really want... 
The most recent time this happened I was sitting at a table. There were three 
chairs and everything. There was a girl sitting here and a girl sitting here [points 
to either side o f her]. We don’t talk to the girl sitting here [points to her right]. 
So she [points to left], instead o f  sending me a text message -  well, she had 
credit but there was just no point -  although sometimes we do send messages 
to each other while w e’re sitting next to each other [chuckles]. She just umm 
typed whatever she had to and she just gave it to me and I looked at it and 
went ‘hmm’, erased it and sent it back to her. So without actually sending the 
message you just... So it’s like passing paper in a class basically. Except you’re 
not actually using paper, you’re using the phone.
So why do you think... What is it about a phone that allows you to do that?
That makes it something that you w ould...
It’s more -  what’s the word -  conspicuous or something. Cause with the paper 
it’s obvious that you’re writing something about somebody or sharing some 
kind o f  secret or something, but with a phone whoever’s around you will just 
assume that you’re looking at a text message that you have. And she might 
think ‘oh that’s okay’ she wouldn’t even think twice about whatever you’re 
doing.’ But you’ve got a piece o f paper and you’re reading it and shielding it 
or something then she’ ll think ‘oh, that must be something about me.’ So it’s ... 
you can afford to be nasty about someone without actually knowing and that’s 
nice [chuckles].
So it’s not so obvious that it’s something that’s been written in that situation?
Yeah. Cause for all you know it could just be some rude text that you’re looking 
at.
Do you think phones are more suitable for sharing with small groups or big 
groups?
Umm, because what I tend to see are people passing the phone down from 
person to person, so it’s okay for big groups or small groups. But i f  there was 
a location where a lot o f people were huddled around to look at the phone that 
wouldn’t really be o f much use. I mean a phone that should probably be better 
-  you know the Motorola one, the V I 00, the blue ones [the ones designed for 
texting] -  those ones, the screens are larger so you can actually see the text so 
that one would be better for like a huge group wanting to peer over, but that 
doesn’t usually happen anyway.
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If possible, why do you think a big group would want to watch it and why do 
you think it doesn’t happen?
It’s like, umm, everyone wants to know what’s going on at exactly the same 
time as the other person. So you don’t wanna wait for someone to finish and 
then pass the phone down to you. It’s like reading a magazine. You don’t want 
her to finish reading it before you do, so you grab it o ff her or something. So 
it’s something similar to that. And because you have the big screen everyone 
can huddle together or whatever and watch it at the same time instead o f 
waiting for someone to pass it. But it doesn’t happen that much. I don’t know 
why. M aybe... I mean it happens with this person at college who actually has 
the V I 00.1 wanted to get it but someone told me I shouldn’t for some strange 
reason. So I just forgot about it.
So is it that the technology doesn’t allow you to share it between bigger groups 
or is it that people just don’t want to?
Well, it’s like anything really. Only certain things appeal to certain people.
So it’s not... Like one text message is going to appeal to all o f my friends in 
college. And like, you know like some people will like that my boyfriend will 
text me to say ‘ love you’ or something, but some people would say ‘oh my 
god.’ You know ‘I’m single! Rub it in!’ whatever... Personal messages aren’t 
really something you share.
[I ask them about a phone that might be able to project an image -  such as a 
magazine]
I think it would be used cause o f the fact that it’s a new thing that nobody else 
has. So yeah, certainly. Just the fact you could project it, even i f  they’re not 
interested in the message itself they’d be like ‘oh look at what this phone can 
do! ’ And then from that in itself I think there will become some kind o f new,
I don’t know, social norm that would evolve from that where people actually 
do project the thing... Cause I think that part o f the reason why people aren’t 
that bothered about sharing it is because the technology at the moment doesn’t 
allow you to huddle together that much. The screen’s just too small for people 
to squeeze over. And because o f that everyone has leamt to wait their turn.
... S o l  guess I’ve seen people play struggling to get the phone. Why do you 
think that is?
can’t wait! [laughs] Patience.
Well why do you think you want to see it before someone else?
It’s just like general interest. It’s like human instinct. I f  you want stuff then you 
go out to get it, but usually when you get there it’s not all that interesting.
Yeah!
So it’s just about getting it?
Yeah.
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Alex: Well you know that magazine example that I’ve spoken about...? What’s the 
difference between sharing the magazine and sharing a mobile phone message?
Because the people in the magazine have sex appeal and the phones don’t. 
Except i f  it’s from someone really sexy, like a message. Then everyone will just 
go ‘arr! ’ whoever, you know.
With a text message, not everyone actually knows the person who sent you a 
message. Whereas the person in the magazine you’re more likely to have seen 
on T V  or heard on the radio quite a lot or something so it’s almost as i f  there’s 
some kind o f... Well, no real connection well at least you know o f them, which 
gives some more ‘oh yeah let me find out what they’re doing or what they said. 
And who they had dinner with.’ And all that.
So there’s like a common interest.
Yeah. But with a text message I mean,... There’s some o f  my friends... Well 
a lot o f my friends at college haven’t seen my boyfriend before so i f  my 
boyfriend sends a message to me and I decide ok I want someone else to read 
it, they might care -  but not really care -  because they don’t really know the 
person. So it doesn’t really bare any relevance to them: ‘oh yeah, nice.’
It’s kinda the same on a smaller scale for a message. Like cause it’s like for a 
famous person nearly everyone w ill know them, but for like a personal person 
then only a few person w ill know them.
So let’s just say we built something like this projector thing the content would 
have to be something that was o f common interest for everyone...
... the average person...
... so it probably won’t be suitable for a text message
You’d probably have to message pictures i f  you wanted to be able to use that 
kind o f thing, cause i f  you could message pictures o ff the Internet like you can 
text o ff the Internet then that would be really cool. And i f  you could... You 
know how the new Game Boy thing has... you put in a picture and you take out 
a picture or something...
Oh yeah
And you can print out stuff. It would be really cool i f  you have a connection to 
a phone to be able to scan them in or to able to print them o ff or something.
So there are certain things that you’d be more likely to share between groups? 
One o f them would be pictures or something like that.
Everything that you add really to a phone now I think should really be an 
extension o f a phone... rather than... rather than taking the phone and making 
it bigger for a scanner I think you should like plug in a scanner in the end and 
then you can take it off. Cause this is a really good size [picks up phone and 
starts handling it]. It’s like the perfect size for your hand, and it fits in your 
pocket and it fits in your handbag or whatever. And to make it any bigger is 
like taking a step back even though you’re taking a step forward. So you’re not 
really getting anywhere.
0 :25:33
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Does anyone use WAP? I mean you see like these WAP phones around but none 
seems to actually use it.
I don’t really know what it is. Do you know what it is?
It’s some kind o f Web system, random thingy. I know what it does and what it 
should do. People... The majority o f people I know who have the WAP phones, 
they purely got it because ‘oh yeah, there’s this new phone which has this 
new technology which you can use for rah, rah, rah.’ So they bought it for that 
reason but they’ve not used it. So they don’t use it, they have not idea what it’s 
about, but it’s just there. I f  you ask them ‘what does your phone do?’ they’ ll list 
it” ‘oh yeah, it does the WAP thing.’ And you’re like ‘ What is that?’ and they’re 
like ‘ it’s something.’ They themselves don’t actually know cause they don’t 
use it. And not a lot o f people actually use the Internet services in the way they 
should do.
Well it’s so expensive and because like the graphics are awful. Because you’ve 
got such a tiny screen...
It’s just again the size. It brings it down to size. It’s better when you have your 
huge computer screen in front o f you. I think something like the WAP services 
on the Internet and things are best for business users not for people at our age, 
because w e’re more on a one-to-one kind o f communication basis whereas they 
need to contact people on a wider scale than we might do. So for them that 
might be more useful. For our age group it’s just there as a feature. We don’t 
actually go out o f our way to use it.
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Alex, Jackie, Lauren and Samia (who leaves to go to work after 20 mins) in the 
Peacock Centre.
31-May-2001
So what was it like using that thing?
The phone?
The chat thing?
Oh the chat thing. It was alright actually. It wasn’t so bad.
How many times did you use it?
I only used it like one time
Why didn’t you use... Why haven’t you used it often?
Umm, no... Because we thought texting as better, plus we don’t actually chat to 
each other while texting or nothing. We just phone each other up and stuff. So 
that’s why.
So you use texting for something else?
I use texting just to like text other people. With Lisa -  cause I always see her - 1 
don’t really need to. And you can only use like the chat thing with the people 
who’ve got that phone [the 3310] and I don’t really know that many people 
who’ve got it so...
So the phone limits you .... So do you use the text just to ... What do you use 
text for then... like a text message?
Yeah I Just send text messages around to others...
So you don’t have like a conversation with someone using text messages?
Oh yeah I do!
So how long will it go on for, the conversation?
As long as the credit lasts [laughs].
I know, I used £8 last night.
Eight pounds in one night?
I had to top mine up this morning because I happened to phone someone, 
had £5 on my phone, and I phoned this person up at 3 o ’clock in the morning 
because they phoned me and I got the missed call, right? It’s always on discrete 
and I heard the beep which is like really weird. And so I phoned them and I was 
chatting with them for about 15 to 20 minutes last night.
What were they doing calling at 3 o ’clock in the morning?
[pauses] he missed me.
A it.
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I ’ve had text messages with this person for like 5 days running now and all 
my credit’s gone. I had £30 [laughs], but it’s really cool because it’s like if  
you’re text messaging it’s not like when you’re on the phone with this awkward 
silences when you can’t think what you’re going to say. And you can put what 
you want to exactly say. You don’t have to make mistakes or whatever. You 
know, you can read your text message before you send it and things. And it’s 
really cool because...
And you say things that you wouldn’t say to them.
And you don’t have to know what they think or what they say cause you like 
wait for there reply.
But it’s also bad because you can’t tell how they mean things and he keeps 
joking to me and I’m like ‘ that’s really mean! I don’t want to be your friend 
anymore.’ And he’s like ‘ oh, I ’m joking.’
So do you get to a point where you think: ‘ oh I’ve just got to call them because 
it’s just getting too confusing.
[3:35 continues and then I ask Jackie about mobile chat]
Arr, that’s really sweet.
[I ask Samia about sharing phones]
Oh, it’s like yesterday - me and my best friend - we all went out to diner and 
stuff. She didn’t take her phone with her so she was like sitting there texting her 
boyfriend and using my phone.
So how does that work out?... Do you let someone use your phone and then 
sort o f ...
Cause she lets me use hers.
... but why would you use hers i f  you got yours?
Yeah, but the thing is, the person I phone has got a One-2-One and she’s got 
a One-2-One and her boyfriend’s got a One-2-One and Orange so she can use 
mine if  she chooses to. It doesn’t really matter.
So you just have arrangements with friends?
Yeah, so i f  I go out I go ‘can I use your phone?’ and she’ ll go ‘yeah, yeah, fine.’ 
And I go ‘yeah, you can use mine.’ So we don’t really like... I mean she paid 
for my last credit as well.
Arr right, so you all pay for each other’s credit and use each other’s phones?
Yeah. I err,... I paid for... I gave money to her little brother cause he doesn’t 
have money. He doesn’t work or nothing. So I give like £5 for his Vodaphone 
-  cause he’s got Vodaphone. So he tops it up using my money or using his 
sister’s money. So we both lend him money and stuff.
Comment: This is interesting. It suggests that the sharing is really about building trust between
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particular friends. The sharing ofphones and ofcredit re-affirms, if  you like, the 
relationships groups of friends. It allows young people to demonstrate both their 
participation within social networks and also their social ‘commitment’ to those they 
see as close. The use of the phone is a tangible way in which they can express they level 
of commitment and their trust between each other.
That’s amazing. So what do you think... besides obviously getting credit and 
calls out o f it, what’s that all about -  that sort o f  sharing o f  credit and phones?
It’s all a trust thing really. It’s nice to have that with someone cause you don’t 
have to say it. It’s just and underlying agreement... that you can share...
It’s like i f  you borrow each other’s CDs or Books or anything. It’s just like that 
really. I can’t exactly... It’s like i f  you trust someone then obviously you’re 
going to lend it to them. And it’s like one day I was with one o f my other 
friends and we both were trying to get on the bus to go but the thing is the bus 
that I had to go on was going to come afterwards so she gave me her phone so I 
had it like the whole day afterwards. S o l  had to give it back to her the next day. 
So she was all right with it. She was like ‘yeah, jut keep my phone. Just in case’ 
yeah, and all this and the other.
That’s amazing because I don’t think adults would operate like that...
[0:08:10 talk about adults]
[Talking about sharing phones] Depends because... Depends on how close you 
are to the person to actually consider it. I mean i f  it’s like me asking Jackie I’d 
be like... It’s like once I had to ask Anthony i f  I could borrow his phone and I 
was like ‘PLEASE Anthony! ’ and he was like ‘yeah, okay then.’ I mean he was 
all right with it, but i f  I asked someone else... I mean i f  I ask this bloke who I 
always hang around with and he will go ‘no!’ and he’ ll go ‘I don’t have much 
credit.’ But i f  I like ask one o f  my other friends Nav, yeah, he’d be like ‘yeah, 
yeah, yeah, go ahead.’ He won’t ever stop me from using his phone. I can 
stick it up and use it and he won’t say nothing, cause he’s like one o f  my best 
mates. So it depends on how close you are to the person. It depends on your 
relationship as well.
And what they’re like as well.
Yeah, exactly. It depends on the person themselves.
Everyone’s going to hate me when I get back to college because I’ve used up all 
my credit so I don’t think I’m going to be able to use my phone anymore. Cause 
everyone’s like ‘Lauren, Lauren, can I use your phone?’ And I ’m like ‘Yeah, 
yeah, yeah.’ And then now I ’ve just texted Imi for five days running just the 
whole day -  cause he works at the garage and doesn’t do anything so he just sits 
there texting me. And then, umm,... so now I’ve got none... Well, I ’ve got like 
£3.
Well that’s still more than me.
[They talk about spending credit]
[Talks about organising large groups...]
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It’s really cool though cause you can send text messages and they’re just 12p. 
And it’s like they’re really cool.
It’s nice just to be able to keep in touch.
Yeah, cause you can... I ’ve like hardly phoned anyone. I ’ve been texting all the 
time. And like i f  you’re going to call someone and talk to them for a minute, it’s 
going to cost you 60p, but i f  you send say 5 text messages or whatever it’s the 
same price but it’s like you can say way more.
Plus you can read them as well later. Like I can keep them and read them later. 
Why do you want to read them later?
I don’t know, if  it’s a nice message or something.
Yeah, Imie sends me loads o f  nice messages and I want to keep them all. It’s 
so sad cause he sends me so many nice ones and I have to delete some. I feel 
horrible.
I know and then you feel really sad.
And like I really don’t want to give the phone back because it’s got so many 
little memories and things on. And it’s not the same having them written down 
so I ’m sending them to my other phone.
This is another example of how memories become embodied in a physical medium.
What is apparent here and is spoken about later is the importance o f keeping the 
messages in the same format. This suggests that there is something about the way 
embodied memories becoming meaningful and keep their meaning within certain 
contexts and through particular mediums.
Why is it not the same?
I don’t know. I know it sounds stupid but...
They don’t look the same.
It’s just not the same cause it’s not from him anymore. It’s just like me writing 
it down. It’s just really sad. Maybe I ’m just over emotional about my text 
messages.
[I comment on this and the importance o f format]
And it’s even the same when you put them in the ‘ outbox’ and they lose all the 
time and they lose whose it’s from and everything.
That’s why I think we should have memory cards because I would buy millions, 
really I would.
[I ask how it would work and Lauren describes the ‘add on’]
I really hate deleting messages that are nice you know. Like when someone’s 
said something that’s really sweet or just like really personal or something
... or you want a reminder about something later that they’ve sent you and that 
they go and do something ...
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And i f  you want to be able to hold them to something they’ve said then i f  you 
delete the message [laughs] then that’s finished.
So what... Let’s say you’ve got all these little cards for different people. What 
would you do with them, where would you put them and how would you...?
It’s like a diary isn’t it?
So you’d just like keep them somewhere?
... And like plug them into the phone when you want to read them.
Yeah.
Have like another function where you can read your messages.
[We continue with this discussion...]
But like, even then, i f  you could just like store 10 messages on them, you could 
like store ones... You could store a conversation. So you could store ones 
they’d sent you and you’d sent them and then that would be so cool because... 
I ’m writing it down at the moment and it’s such a hassle.
Oh, you actually do write your messages down and what do you do with them?
I keep them in my diary because it’s like, oow, it’s all like personal stuff. But, 
well, I only keep the one’s that are nice and that are really horrible and then 
I text back something really horrible. But it’s cool cause you can talk about 
anything. Like, you can talk about your love life or your friends, or like mean 
people or anything...
It’s different than actually talking to someone.
Yeah, I think it’s better.
H ow’s it different?
Cause you feel sort o f detached from them. You feel like ... Say you’re bitching 
about someone. You don’t feel like bitching about someone cause it’s only a 
text message. I f  you’re sending something really personal they you don’t see 
them react so it doesn’t really sink in.
[I ask about the public vs. private messages]
[talking about private messages] Well sometimes you want to show them if  
they’re really sweet You’re like ‘A rr ...’
Well can you sort o f talk about those... Is that distinction right? Sort o f public 
private?
Well yeah, it’s definitely like that but it’s really horrible the w ay that... Cause 
like people borrow my phone just to play the games in lessons...
.. .And then they read the messages...
.. .and I ’m like ‘please don’t read the messages’ and they’re pushing messages
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as though they might be and I’m like ‘NO, please don’t read them.’ And they’re 
like “I’m NOT! I ’m playing Snake,’ or whatever. I ju st... I don’t know I think I 
am over emotional [laughs].
. . .So what is that distinction for you between public and private? What are the 
messages that you sort o f think ‘ oh these are for me and ... ’
It’s all the jokes that are shared around...
and that aren’t too personal...
... And ones that are directed at a lot o f people like I told you my friend text 
me to say ‘thanks for asking me out. I had really nice time. Say hi to everyone.’ 
And I showed that around and said ‘an*, how cute is she?’ Because she hardly 
ever comes out with us. And umm,... everyone was like ‘arr, yeah... ’ And then 
there are ones that say... Umm, I can’t think o f anything. Like [pauses] Like 
my friend was telling me that he used to get bullied at school and stuff and like 
he was saying how horrible it was and like I would never show that message to 
anyone which is why I deleted it. But I was still really conscious o f...
Yeah, you sometimes have to delete messages like that, that you want to keep 
but...
Yeah.
But i f  they’re like really, really personal and you know that they’re not going to 
want other people to know. But you want to keep it and it like shows...
It shows trust between you
...yeah
So a lot o f it is about trust then. [I try summarise what they say.]
Yeah, like i f  you’ve sent a message to someone that you don’t want anyone to 
know ... You don’t even really have to tell them. They usually delete it anyway.
Yeah.
Or sometimes people put at the end ‘Please delete this message’ or something.
But sometimes like,... Like people say, umm, ‘please don’t read my messages,’ 
and then people read them anyway. And it’s just like ‘okay.’ But that’s not 
usually like proper friends.
But other people want you to read their messages. And they’re like ‘Oh do you 
want to read my messages.’
So that’s a problem then isn’t it cause you have this,... again it’s distinction 
between those messages that you see as public, that you want people to have 
access to, and those that are private...
That’s why I think you should be able to lock them. Just have a password to get 
into all o f your messages, like all o f your ‘ inbox’ .
But some people want to play with your phone, so having the password at the
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Lauren: Yeah.
[I ask about having your phone out and making it public property].
Most people do do that. They just pick up the phone and not even asking you 
they start playing... And then asking you once they’ve got it in their hands.
What else do people do to make their phones public, besides putting them out 
like that [placed on table]?
They’ll just say ‘read this message, it’s so funny.’ Or whatever.
I ’ve seen people just leave their phone. Like put it on the table and then just 
leave [places mob on table]. Like sometimes just leave it in the canteen. Like 
they trust other people, but they know that someone’s going to read,... like pick 
up the phone or something.
[Talks about leaving things out and having her Aero bar stolen and the safety in 
Oman. Jackie also talks about the college ball.]
[We start talking about the weather and Jackie’s tan.]
It’s really annoying cause A lli’s really brown -  he’s my new boyfriend -  and 
he’s so brown. I ’m just like ‘ Oh my God.’
That’s like Bob. it’s not fair.
I like go up to him and go ‘Yeah! Look how brown I am.’ And the he’s like... 
His natural colour is like way browner.
You’ve got a new boyfriend already?
It’s been a month. GOD! I’ve been suffering.
Have you been going out with him for a month?
No I haven’t been out with anyone for a month! It was awful!
Damn!
I didn’t like it at all.
Really?
But I don’t even talk to him that much. I don’t think it’s going to work out. But 
anyway, this isn’t about...
Okay then.
You talk to Imie more anyway.
But he’s great. I can talk to him about lots o f stuff. [Lauren takes Jackie’s mob 
and stands it up on it’s end -  still holding it.]
Oo, Oo look, this is really cool, It’s really sad actually.
beginning...
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[Jackie goes on to show Lauren and I the screen saver she has. It’s an animated 
heart. It’s really ‘ loved up! ’ she says. Lauren checks her voice mail and then 
shows us how she’s renamed all her profiles. She also explains how she got a 
screen logo set up. Jackie then talks about a cover she’s seen.]
So listen, how about this? When you were talking about something that was 
slightly uncomfortable you went and picked up the phone and played with it.
Did I?
Yeah.
You were talking about your boyfriend.
Oh, that’s a bad sign.
Well that’s psychology stuff isn’t it [starts to laugh]?
Don’t be embarrassed. It might not be true.
I am! No, it is true. It’s a bad relationship.
Or you sit here and you start playing with the phone, playing the games... oh 
God, what have I done? I ’ve just called someone. I keep doing that. [13:56 
They look at Jackie’s mobile.]
So what is that about? I mean that sort o f  thing, I mean not that specific 
instance, but that situation o f...
It kind o f takes your mind...
Well, it’s like, it’s like smoking... Like when you get a nervous twitch or 
whatever and you’re want to give up. Not that I’d know [laughs].
It’s like tapping your fingers or something. It’s like doing something with your 
hands.
It’s a whole psychological nervous thing [laughs].
But also, are you detracting us to some other topic?
[Laughs], I don’t know. Well, I ’d rather not talk about it... so I like change the 
subject by doing something else...
But why the phone? What do you think it is about the phone...?
Cause it was there [laughs].
Right. So having something out like that allows you to refocus...?
I’m not going to stick out my wallet or something... Oohps! That sounded 
awful [laughs],... because like A  it doesn’t have any money in it anyway and i f  
it did then Jackie would probably steal it.
[Laughs]. Thanks Lauren!
Love you!
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[Talking about using the phone to detract attention] It’s hers, so it’s something 
away from me. And it’s something not mine and not... me! And it’s also over 
there [points in front o f Jackie].
So almost having a physical space between what you’ve said and what you 
want to talk about.
And what I want to talk about, yeah.
That’s interesting.
That’s really weird.
So do you think there are social rules,... acceptable ways o f  sharing phones 
between each other?
I think it’s unspoken... basically.
So what are they then? Can you put them into words?
It’s not right to just pick up someone else’s phone and just start phoning 
someone. Other people ask you i f  they want to make a quick phone call like 
to their mum or something. Like that’s right. You don’t mind. It’s also... They 
start sending text messages. It’s all right i f  it’s one or two, but when it’s like a 
long conversation with someone then it’s like a bit too much. Like a boundary.
And what about reading messages. Like ‘That’s out, [points to phone]. I can 
have a look at it.’ What i f  I did that to you now? What would you do?
I don’t know. I ’d be embarrassed.
Would it surprise you?
No, but some people will pick up the phone and other people will take it back 
and start deleting their messages they don’t want them to see. I ’ve seen people 
like umm, have their phone out i f  someone asks ‘ can I read your messages?’ but 
they delete something first. That’s kind of, as you were saying, like a private 
thing and public thing.
Do you think most people will acknowledge that? So they know that some 
messages are private and they won’t sort o f read those...
Well, i f  they talk about your messages afterwards, they don’t usually tend to 
mention the private ones.
Well, i f  people are going to they’d say ‘ can I read your messages?’ I would say 
‘no.’ But like politeness would make them ask. It’s like saying, ‘oh, can I just 
hit you in the face?’ [laughs].
Like ‘ can I read your diary?’
Yeah, I wouldn’t let people do that.
So are you it sounds like a lot o f  your text messages are quite personal. So if  
you have a public message that you want to share, how do you make that clear 
that that’s public?
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You open it onto that particular message. You don’t have it showing the inbox.
No, you just have it on that message and you say ‘hey look at this!’ and you 
scroll through it.
But do you think there are some people who will say ‘ okay’ ... Like ‘my phone 
is public property. Anyone can pick it up.’
Yeah. They like they tend to leave it out like that [rests mobile on table].
Why do some people do that and some people...
Cause i f  like... Like when you have no important stuff on it. Like text messages 
from my dad then you know, so what.
Do you put your phone out?
U m m ,... Not really. I don’t really like that kind o f thing... I guess I’m really 
like a private person and like I keep messages on my phones that I don’t want 
other people to read cause they’re to me . And between me and another person. 
And like,... I don’t know ... It’s like my diary. It’s like really personal.
It’s different i f  you think they’ve sent it to you so that you would show other 
people. I f  it was like a funny rhyme or poem o r ... They’d expect you to show 
other people and to send, like forward it onto other people. But not i f  it was like 
very personal like,... like just between you and them
But you say they are some personal messages that you w ill show. What sort o f 
messages are those?
Yeah, like i f  they’re really sweet or something. Or i f  the other person was with 
you. I think that makes a difference.
When the other person was with you when what?
When you show the messages. I f  they don’t like mind either.
So is there something about you having shared the experience together. So like 
when you [speaking to Lauren], umm, shared that group message from your 
friend to the group was it because you all shared that experience that made it 
public to everyone?
I don’t know. It was because she’d just come out with us and then we were 
staying out and she wanted to go home. And so she sent me a text message 
saying ‘ I’ve got home now.’ Cause I asked her to say that. She was going home 
in a taxi. And umm, and it was just... I don’t know. I don’t think it really was 
public but... It’s kind o f a spur o f the moment thing. I just thought ‘argh, how 
adorable,’ and then showed people. Cause it felt nice that I’d convinced her to 
come out and she’d had a nice time. I just thought you know i f  I can show other 
people that she was gratefiil they’ll ask her out again.
But i f  those other people hadn’t come would you have shown it to them?
No, because it wasn’t anything to do with anyone else. Like I ’ve deleted it now, 
but I’ve written it down.
So it was a shared experience and you could say ‘an*, look at this.’ It was 
something that you’d shared together.
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I was going to say. A  lot o f messages, when you take them out o f context they 
don’t mean anything anyway. So like with Lauren, in that situation it meant 
something, but i f  someone had read it the next day it wouldn’t have been the 
same. It wouldn’t have been special. It’s like different. I f  you had a message at 
three o ’clock in the morning you’d be like ‘oh, wow, they care!’ or something 
like that...
This suggests that it’s not only the form that’s important, but also the context in which it 
is received.
[laughs] or they’re just really awake...
Or they’re just really bored and they can’t sleep... But it just feels different 
when it’s there. So like when you have other people then. Like i f  you’re staying 
over - you have people staying over -  you’re like ‘oh my God! He just phoned 
me, yeah, he just sent a message!’ So like you have to wake everyone up and 
read the message together [laughs]. That’s what I do. But i f  not then it doesn’t 
really mean anything.
That’s interesting.
It’s different i f  like your new boyfriend has text you and said ‘Oh my God!
I think I love you.’ Or whatever [laughs]. And then i f  like your sister has 
text from Uni 01* something saying ‘ oh my God, I’m having a terrible time. 
Everybody is beating me up,’ or whatever. Then that’s not like something you 
share. But it’s not something you share i f  it’s said either. It’s just the same. You 
know, but...
The same rules apply.
... but you’re proud i f  somebody like really likes you. But you’re not proud o f 
the fact that your sister is getting beaten up or whatever, you know. M y sister 
isn’t being beaten up, but it’s a really nice movie.
They can trust you and confide in you so it is that confidentiality.
There’s so much going on here.
Well it is a complex thing. It’s not... You can’t say ‘this is for show and this is 
for not.’ You know, it all depends on the person that gets the messages and the 
people that hold your phone.
And sometimes the people when they want to read your messages. They don’t 
want to read very personal stuff anyway. They might see who it’s from and say 
‘oh no, I ’m not going to read that one anyway.’ ... Most people don’t think ‘oh 
my God, that’s a message from her boyfriend so I must read that.’ I think they 
think ‘I won’t read that cause actually it’s quite personal.’ Like they read the 
people that they know as well, not the people that they don’t know.
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Alex, Jackie, Lauren, Samia and Susie
[I ask what other things they share]
Clothes 
Ring tones
CDs. I think they should put MP3s in all o f them.
No, the new phone that’s out. I can’t remember, Nokia or something -  my 
friend’s got it -  it’s silver... and he’s got Fiesta and all these songs on it.
It would be cool i f  you could get like the radio on it or something.
Even Asian songs as well.
Do you think i f  you had phones like that you’d be into swapping songs as well? 
Yeah!
You know how you download ring tones as it is?
Oh, it’s really annoying. Now that I ’ve got the two phones my dad sends every 
text message and every answer machine message to both phones and so I know 
that the answer machine message is my dad shouting at me because I was out 
till two on a week night and umm... but I can’t delete it unless I call it up and 
I don’t have enough credit to call it up. So I think you should just be able to 
delete it.
On my other phone my voice mail is free which a lot cheaper.
Because i f  you phone it you have to go through the whole process don’t you. 
And sometimes you do it and you forget to press three at the end and the 
symbol still stays up there. You can’t get rid o f it for ages.
And oh yeah and then they say “You have three messages. To Listen to you 
messages press 1 . . .”  O f course I want to listen to my messages. I ’m not going 
to call you up if  I don’t want to listen to them!
And it does actually kill your credit as well. It’s well annoying.
How much is it?
It’s lOp. The same as text messages.
1 Op just to listen? So they don’t charge you any more i f  you listen for an hour? 
No, it’s lOp each time you listen to it.
Oh, I thought it was however long you were on it, so I was like ‘click’ , delete 
it!
24-June-2001
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Food?
... and drinks.
Especially at college.
Like, whenever I have sweets I’m like “ everyone d’you want some?” And like 
whenever anyone has a drink Pm like “ oh, can I have a bit.”
So what is that about...
That’s like sharing credit I guess.
So what is it about this sharing thing?
It’s a whole friends thing. It’s just what you do.
Yeah!
What are you saying to your friends by doing it?
That you trust them.
That you trust them, yeah.
... and that you’re willing to share.
That your kind.
Like with my sister I wouldn’t do it...
Oh, I would with my sister. I ’ d let her...
Yeah, but my sister’s a bitch. But with Susie I would, you know. It’s like 
different things for different people.
After some talk about using the Internet to send messages.
So let’s say that someone sends you a text message via the internet as opposed 
to a phone.
You think they’re a bit cheap really.
Well no, it’s just less personal isn’t it?
Cause it says at the end “powered by old blue” or “Lycos” or something.
So it’s less personal on the Internet?
Well, it’s because it’s something that they’ve either... It’s less likely that 
they’ve purposefully gone on to the Internet to text you. It’s like while they’re 
there they might as well send you a message. Whereas on the phone they’ve 
thought about you and sent a message.
And you also share food.
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Oh no that’s not me. I just go on it to send messages.
Yeah, I do that to, but.. .if  you’re having umm like a text conversation you 
might as well just go on the Internet. It’s understandable. I think it’s less...
Well i f  you don’t have any credit then you’ve got no option.
After some discussion about Internet traffic sending text messages.
It says that on my phone as well. It says “Network is busy!” and “Please try 
later” . And it’s like “well I ’m trying to send like a little microscopic little radio 
wave in the air, you know. I ’m not trying to send a flippin’ elephant to his 
phone. Can you just let me text.”
I think it’s easier to text someone you don’t know very well than to phone them.
Well then you can go through the text message. You can take out bits that 
you’ve written that you don’t really want them to know.
You can scrutinise them as well -  the ones you get back from them. You’re like: 
“ oh I wonder what they thought here. I wonder what that means...” When you 
talk everyone’s like “blurrr...”
I had a really big argument with my friend yesterday... I was saying basically 
“I don’t trust you.” I didn’t mean it like, you know, whatever... I didn’t mean it 
horribly. And i f  I ’d said it face-to-face I would have laughed and said “yeah, not 
really.”
People get the wrong idea.
Yeah, the tone can be really misinterpreted.
and yeah, so he took it totally the wrong way and he was like “ Oh my God! ’ 
And I was like “ oh no!” And then it was all horrible but now it’s fine because 
we talked face-to-face so that made it ok. But its really goodin that you can 
[pauses]... you can revise your text messages by going through them again and 
again. And like I do loads and loads o f...
Do you do that a lot?
Yeah.
Yeah. Cause it’s really annoying cause i f  like you have one letter over it goes 
to two text messages. So I go through and change all my ‘you’s to just a single 
letter u and stuff like that.
Is that the only reason why you do it?
Just to check that you haven’t said anything that could be misinterpreted.
And just to check that you don’t miss out words and stuff. Cause you know 
when you’re typing fast I sometimes miss out whole words. Like you think it in 
your head.
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Lauren: And like you don’t change them. Like you write ‘boy’ and it says ‘ any’ . 
Yeah. ‘It’ is ‘he’
And you write ‘ cos’ and it says ‘ cop’ and it’s like ‘errr!’
Continue to talk about the predictive messaging.
So shaping these text messages and going through them. Are you also making 
them more and more personalised by going doing that.
Yeah definitely. Cause I have to go through... Cause a lot o f  the time I get to 
the end and I ’m still writing so umm, I have to go through and change all my 
words to shortened words like you and know. I put instead o f k  n o w I put just 
‘no’ .
Yeah, ‘between is ‘btw’ .
B y the way.
Yeah, and message is ‘m sg’ and stuff like that.
But do you think using language like that, not only does it abbreviate it, but are 
you saying this is something that I ’ve created, something special?
Well I didn’t start using a lot o f the abbreviations I use know until I started 
texting Imie cause he used them to me. And like I was worried that he wouldn’t 
understand if  I used like different ones so I don’t until they use them and then 
it’s ok.
What will you miss most about not having your phones.
Being able to contact people. Like when you’re by yourself, like when I’m in 
bed I ’m like ‘oh no text me, text me! ’
Yeah! You pray for it and hold it and wait for it to vibrate. [Laughs] That’s not 
what I mean!!
And like I put my phones both up... cause I have a bedside table yeah... I put 
them both like that [she places them on their sides and shows how she can place 
them so that she can see both displays] so that i f  one o f them lights up while 
I ’m asleep I can... It like shines in my eyes and I go ‘yeti!’
Last night - I ’ve got this desk thing next to me and it makes this really loud 
vibrating beeping soimd and it goes “beep-beep-beep...” And I just woke my 
whole family up and they went mental at me.
So you get woken up by the lights.
Yeah, it’s cool.
Well, not when I’m like dead to the world. But like when I’m just about to go to 
sleep and I ’ve just sent a message I just pop it up right against my eyes and like 
when it lights up then it wakes me.
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What you miss most [to Samia]
Phoning my friends. I was on it all the time. That’s why I didn’t have credit. 
What is it about phoning your friends?
It’s just that I ’m not allowed to use the main phone so that’s why I use mine. 
People used to phone me on it all the time.
Why is it about being able to keep in touch with people?
It’s easier. It’s like, instead o f  using the home phone you can text them and tell 
them easily what you want to say.
What’s the difference between the home phone and your mobile?
Because it’s more yours in’t it? I f  you’re phoning from home you can speak to 
anyone... You can sit in your own room and talk to them like in private. Like in 
my house w e’ve got three phones but one’s in m parents room and the other two 
downstairs.
Appendix C: Field Notes
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The following are field notes o f  the phone interactions recorded during the observations. 
Several points should be noted in presenting these data. First, this is merely a sample o f  the 
total number ofphone interactions that took place during the observations. There was prolific 
use o f  phones amongst the teenagers and it would have been impossible to capture every 
instance o f  use. Second, a number o f  the recorded interactions took place concurrently. Thus, 
although the instances o f  use have been presented in chronological order where possible, it 
may be that some o f  the interactions occurred at the same time.
Finally, a note on syntax -  those interactions that took place around a table are preceded with 
the letter 'T'and an identifying number (e.g., T2). The numbers are used to differentiate the 
tables and have no meaning besides this. Similarly, the students observed in the interactions 
are labelled with the letter G (girl) or B (boy) and where necessary have also been given an 
identifying number (e.g., G3). In some cases the observations will describe an interaction 
at one table and then return to this table later in the field notes. At each table, the student 
identifiers remain consistent throughout each observational period. For instance, student G l 
on table T2 will refer to the same person in each recorded period. Note, however, that G l on 
table T3 refers to a different person at a different table.
Location: College canteen
Date: 30/01/01
Time: Lunch
Groups o f  various sizes congregate around the tables. The lager groups (between 5 to 8) tend 
to be made up mostly o f  girls. I f  not a part o f these groups, the boys stand around or walk 
through the area by themselves or in pairs.
13:14
The canteen is busy with students entering and passing through the main 
areas, buying food, sitting around the tables and mingling between the 
tables.
T1
G l sits at a table with G2, B l  and B2. She picks up her phone (Nokia 3210 
-  standard grey) that is placed on the table and puts it to her ear. She talks 
to G2 as she does this. It’s not clear whether she is calling someone or 
using some other service. She does not appear to talk to anyone using the 
phone.
B l  is talking to B2. He has his bright blue (clear plastic) phone in his hand.
He checks the display o f  his phone as he talks.
G l places her phone back on the table.
T2
G l is sitting at a table with about six other girls. She has her phone in her 
hand as she talks to the others. She is telling them she has had problems 
with the buttons on her phone; she gestures towards it and ‘caresses’ it as 
she speaks.
T3
G l talks to another girl. As she talks she writes a text message using her 
bright pink Nokia 3210.
T4
G l has her phone to her ear. She doesn’t seem to be talking to anyone.
T3
G2 is holding her phone. She looks around the room and talks to the others 
at her table. She puts her phone down to take a bite from her sandwich.
She takes the bite and then picks up her phone again. She reaches over 
and picks up G 3’s phone. She appears to be copying something from this 
phone to her own (perhaps the tel. no.).
G4, also at the table, talks to the group whilst holding her phone.
T1
G l is still talking to G2. G l is holding her phone and leaning over G2 who 
is text messaging. They seem to both be contributing to the writing o f the 
text message.
B 1 is also sending a text message. He writes the message as he talks to B2. 
B2 glances at the message B 1 is writing.
G l writes and sends a message o f her own phone. [It’s not clear whether 
the students are receiving messages. The canteen is too noisy to hear the 
phones ring. It may be that the ringers are o ff as the school prohibits the 
use o f  phones in some areas.]
B1 continues to text message. It seems as though he is in the midst o f  an 
exchange o f messages, as he writes, then breaks and talks to B2, and then 
writes again. He also eats an apple as he writes his text messages.
13,30
The canteen is now quieter. About a quarter o f the tables are vacant. B 
is standing by himself in area A. He is talking on his phone and looking 
around the room. As he talks he walks into area B and then leaves the 
canteen. Outside he stops talking and appears to be waiting. He puts the 
phone to his ear but doesn’t seem to speak to anyone. He then appears to 
write a message (uses one hand to press the keys -  game playing tends to 
make use o f both hands).
Another girl, G, also passes through area A. She calls someone on her 
phone and speaks for approximately 30 seconds. She hangs up and then 
leaves the canteen.
B returns to the canteen. He walks through area B as though looking for 
somebody. [It may be that some o f  the students are using their phones to 
arrange meeting places or to locate their peers,]
T3
G l is looking at her phone. Two other girls at the table seem to be talking 
about and comparing their phones. G2 shows G4 her phone. She shows her 
a text message she has received o f some graphic (made using text). The 
others at the table also see the phone’s display.
G4: “I had the same one. There was this other one I was going to send you. 
It was quite funny but I didn’t.” [... inaudible...]
G2 says to G4: “Alex, coming to you.. [G2 sends the graphic she has 
just received to G4.]
G4: “ ... right now!” [G4 receives message and looks at it. A  discussion 
follows about a message that G4 wants to send to G2. Most o f it is 
inaudible.]
G4: .. tell me i f  you get it ...”  [G4 is having problems sending the
message.] “ Okay Sammy, I’m just going to show it to you because it’s 
not going to send.” [G2 and G4 start to show each other various messages 
they have received. The rest o f the table are also shown the messages. The 
group appear to be interested in the way the graphics have been created. I 
think there is some discussion about who they have sent copies to as well.]
G4 talks to G5 [another girls at the table]: “What are you getting?” [G4 
asks about a phone G5 is getting.]
G5: [...inaudible...]
G4: “Vodaphone. On contract?”
G5: [...inaudible...]
G2 is sending a text message.
G4 talks to G5: “They had this really good dairy milk one didn’t they... It 
was twenty quid... I was going to get it but didn’t!. . .” [G4 is talking about 
the cover o f a phone.]
G4: “I think mine is really quiet because Leanne’s got one... I put it on the 
loudest ring and it’s so different.” [Now G4 is talking about the poor ring 
quality on her phone.]
G2 finishes text message and puts her phone in her bag.
13.50
T5
G1 sits at table with five others. She leans over the table and presses the 
buttons o f the phone she is using. She uses both hands. She appears to be 
playing a game. The others at the table are talking amongst themselves as 
G1 operates the phone.
G 1 : “ Oh G od...!” [G1 finishes with the game.] “There you go.” [Passes the 
phone to a boy at the table.]
T1
B1 gets a text message (pulling the phone from his jacket pocket). He 
reads the message and shows it to B2, G1 and G2. B1 then takes G l ’s 
phone and presses the phone’s keys whist talking to G l. He hands the 
phone back to her after a few seconds. B1 then seems to write a text 
message on his own phone (perhaps replying to the message he has just 
received). He puts the phone back in his pocket and continues to talk to the 
others. He then takes the phone from his pocket again (possibly receiving 
another message). He writes a message whilst talking to B2. He then puts
361
the phone to his ear but doesn’t seem to talk to anyone. He returns the 
phone to his jacket pocket.
14.03
Observation complete.
Comments: What is immediately striking from the observations is how prolific mobile phones 
are in the canteen. Students at almost every table have phones on display (either holding 
them or placed on the tables). It is also common to see the students using their phones in 
some way (either text messaging or sharing information between phones). Notably, there is 
little use o f  voice calls. Only two to three people are seen to actually engage in voice calls 
during the observations. Text messaging seems to be the predominate form ofphone-mediated 
communication.
Although phones are thought to primarily support communication between distributed users, 
it is evident from the observations that mobile phones are very much a part o f  the social 
interactions amongst the co-located groups o f  students. The students talk about their phones -  
about their looks, the problems they have with them and about the messages they receive. They 
also occasionally operate their phones in groups (usually no more than two people per group) 
-  writing text messages or exchanging other forms o f  information. The discussion between 
G2 and G4 at table T2 illustrates this. In this instance we see two girls using their phones to 
exchange messages, even though they are sitting next to each other. The interaction seems to 
be about a social exchange rather than using the phones purely as functional devices. It is as 
though the messages are collected so that they can be shared and talked about, rather than 
sent because they serve some functional purpose. Interestingly, when the technology fails (and 
G4 is unable to send a message to G2) the girls have to revert to showing each other their 
phone displays. Here the function o f the phone shifts. The phone becomes a medium through 
which the messages can be communally displayed rather than a device that supports the 
exchange o f  messages. It is not clear how, but presumably this functionality shift alters the 
discussion. [? ]
To reiterate, it is evident that mobile phones are veiy much a part o f  young people’s social 
lives. The phones have been unreservedly adopted into their everyday interactions: They have, 
in essence, become an integral part o f  how young people interact. These phone-mediated 
interactions are not peculiar to young people; they are taken-for-granted. They are, fo r all 
intents and purposes, mundane, everyday common events that occur within the normal course 
o f social contact.
Location: College canteen
Date: 01/02/01
Time: Mid-morning tea-break, plus class period
By approximately 10.30 am the canteen was busy. Students mingled through the canteen and 
gathered around the tables. Most students gathered in large groups (between 5-10 people). 
Most o f those in the larger groups tended to be girls. For the most part, the boys gathered in 
smaller groups or with the larger groups or girls.
10.35
Five girls sit at table T 1 . G l pulls her phone from her bag and checks it.
She looks at the phones display.
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G l is standing at T2. She is playing with her phone. It looks as though 
she is text messaging. In between ‘texting’ she talks with her friends at 
the table. G l is very animated, she gesticulates with her phone and walks 
around the table, moving between texting and talking with those around 
her. She walks over to one o f the vendors whilst texting, buys two drinks 
and then returns to the table. She appears to interact with the phone 
effortlessly -  she moves around the canteen and operates the vendor with 
little disruption to her interaction with the phone. Although the canteen 
is busy, the students don’t see G l ’s phone use as striking or out o f  the 
ordinary.
T3
G l dials a number on her phone and puts the phone to her ear. She doesn’t 
talk to anyone and then hands the phone back to her friend who puts the 
phone in her bag.
T2
G l is still standing by T2. She continues to text and talk to her friends 
intermittently. She uses both her hands to use the phone, although she 
doesn’t seem to be playing a game. She also talks to her friends sitting at 
T2 whilst she is texting. She then puts her phone on the table and takes her 
drink.
T4
Three boys sit at T4 together. One o f  the boys sits at the table holding 
his phone whilst he is talking to the others. He plays with his phone 
occasionally glancing at its display. He doesn’t seem to be using i f  for any 
real purpose.
10.45
T5
G l is sitting at a table with two other girls. She is working with a number 
o f documents spread across the table. Her phone is placed over some o f 
these documents so that she can see the display.
Two girls come into the canteen arm-in-arm. One, G l, is texting with her 
bright pink Nokia 3210 as she walks and talks to her friend, G2. The two 
join some others at a table. G l shows G2 her phone’s display. They appear 
to be discussing a text message that G l has received. They then start to 
talk, but G l keeps her phone in her hand so that she can see the display.
She fiddles with and looks at the phone whilst she is talking to G l.
T6
A  large group o f ten to eleven girls sit at T6. Several o f  them are holding 
their phones. Occasionally the girls can be seen dipping their heads. This 
seems to indicate that they are texting. G l has a 3210 with a patterned 
cover. She gets up to hug G2. They hug and G2 holds onto her phone. B1 
(also at the table) is holding his phone in front o f him so that he can see the 
display. He talks to the others at the table.
11.00
T v
Three boys are sitting at table T7. B 1 has his phone to his ear, but is 
talking to the two other boys at his table. B 1 finishes with the phone. He 
then stands up to talk to someone at another table and leaves the phone on 
his table. B2 picks up the phone and starts to interact with it (pressing the 
buttons). B1 returns and B2 places the phone back on the table. B 1 takes 
the phone and glances at the display. He then places the phone back on the 
table. A  few seconds later he picks the phone up again and starts to use it 
with one hand. He stops to talk to his friends and then places the phone on 
the table. B3, the third boy at the table, then picks up the phone and starts 
to interact with it. They then all get up to leave [the canteen is clearing out 
as people head o ff to their lessons]. B3 carries the phone by his side. He 
carries it as though he is posturing [this reminds me o f  how people used 
to carry their stereos in the days o f ghetto blasters]. None o f the boys have 
any bags.
Meanwhile the canteen has cleared out. There are now three o f four small 
groups o f students and a number o f students sitting at tables by themselves 
working.
Four girls stand in the canteen. They M ove over to T8. G l looks at her 
mobile’s display and then puts it in her pocket. G2 sits at the table and gets 
her mobile from her bag and places it in front o f her on the table so that 
she can see the display. G l gets her phone from her pocket and looks at the 
display. It could be that she is reading a text message. She then goes over 
to the vending machine.
A t T9 a girl is sitting by herself. She has her back to me, has her head 
down and appears to be composing a text message.
More girls have joined T8. G2 continues to sit with her Siemens phone in 
front o f her on the table. G l returns from the vendor and sits next to G2. 
She also places her mobile in front o f her so that she can see the display. A  
boy approaches T8. G l picks up her phone, gets up and goes to hug him. 
She hugs him holding her mobile phone and then she starts to talk to him 
[the two look intimate and I assume he is her boyfriend]. She then goes to 
hug another girl, still holding her phone. G l returns to her boyfriend and 
the two continue talking. G l is holding and caressing her phone as she 
talks.
11.15
Several more students are coming into the Canteen (presumably not 
attending class).
Three boys sit at T10. B1 has a mob to his ear. He talks to B2 sitting next 
to him, but doesn’t seem to be speaking over the phone [perhaps he is 
listening to his voice mail]. B1 has a silver 3210. He then starts to shout 
across the canteen to another group o f boys and gesticulates with the phone 
in his hand. He occasionally looks to the display o f his mobile. He then 
puts the phone in his trouser pocket. Another boy, B2, approaches and talks 
to B3 at the table. B2 is carrying his phone. As he talks he gesticulates 
with his phone in his hand. He also chews on the aerial as he talks. He then 
walks away. B3 starts talking to the others at the table about football.
A t another table, T i l ,  five to six boys are playing cards. B1 receives a call. 
He speaks for a moment, hangs up and then announces he has to go for a
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drive (sounds like he’s got a driving class). He gets up and leaves although 
no one seems to pay much attention to him. There is little recognition 
when he says goodbye.
Observations end.
Comments
Two interesting elements o f mobile phone interaction are revealed in these observations. First, 
it is evident that the texter adopts a recognisable posture when text messaging. The crouched, 
head down position appears to coincide with someone 'texting ’. Whilst observing the group at 
T6,1 saw members o f  the group occasional ‘dip’their heads. At first, from where I  was seated, 
I  couldn’t see that they were using their phones. However, after noticing this posture repeated 
by several o f  those at the table, I  moved to see what they were doing. Ifound that the posture 
was adopted as they operated their phones (presumably text messaging).
The second notable thing that seemed to reoccur was the way the young people placed their 
phones in fi-ont o f  them so that their displays were visible. This wasn’t universal, as several 
students chose to keep their phones in their pockets or bags. However, it was common to see 
people either holding their phones or with them placed in front o f  them. It would seem that the 
holding or placement o f  the phone in this way is a common 'posture’to adopt. Arguably it is 
adopted because it allows the users to see when they receive a message or call. I t  may be that 
the students leave their ring tones off in school and having their phones visible gives them a 
visual indication o f  an incoming communique. This may not be the case, however, and it is 
probably worth investigating it further.
Both these points suggest that, fo r whatever reason, there may be some common forms o f  
posturing that occur when young people use their mobile phones. Observing the three boys 
leaving T7 also suggests that there may be something about posturing and the use o f mobile 
phones. The way that B3 carried the phone suggested that there was something o f  social 
significance in the way that he did it.
Finally, the sharing o f  the phone between the boys at T7 was notable. Is it that these phones 
can be viewed as shared devices? To what extent are they shared and does the phone owner 
have particular status amongst the numerous users o f  the device? These questions should be 
further explored.
Date: 06/02/01
Time: Lunch break
Again, the observations were spent in the student canteen. This time area B (see Fig. 1) was 
the main focus and the observations took place during the lunch period (12.35 -1.30).
12.30
T1
T1 has a number o f people sitting at it -  both boys and girls. A t the table, a 
boy is sitting and has his phone to his ear. He doesn’t speak. A  girl, also at 
T l ,  is holding her bright pink 3210. She gets up and puts her phone in her 
bag and takes out her purse. She then joins the cue for food.
T2
Two girls are at the table. G l is holding her mobile. She looks at the 
display and then places it on the table. Both girls sit with their phones on 
the table so that they can see the displays. Both have 3210s and one has a
cover that sparkles. They chat, not seeming to pay much attention to their 
mobile phones.
T3
B1 is sitting at a table on his own. He is wearing a sleeveless shirt and on 
his arm he has a large pagan-looking tattoo. He is talking on his phone and 
glancing around the canteen. Another boy joins him. B1 nods his head at 
the boy and carries on talking.
T1
G l joins T l.  There is now a large group at the table. Some have to sit on 
the periphery, as there isn’t enough space. G l isn’t able to join the main 
group so she pulls up a chair and sits outside the main circle. She has her 
phone in her hand. She dials a number, puts the phone to her ear and looks 
around the room. She doesn’t speak on the phone, but seems to be listening 
to something (perhaps her voicemail). Could it be that through using her 
phone she feels more comfortable about being on the outside o f  the group? 
Three girls join G l . G l talks to one o f the boys at the table, but continues 
to interact with her phone. It’s not clear whether she is text messaging or 
just pressing the buttons o f  her phone with no particular intent.
12.40
A  loud ring tone goes o ff in the canteen. A  girl sitting at a table beside me 
turns to look in the direction o f the ring. She smiles and looks back to her 
table.
T4
A  girl, G l,  walks over to T4 and gives a mobile to another girl, G2, sitting 
at the table. The two don’t speak. G l picks up her bag and leaves. It seems 
that G l has borrowed the phone and is now returning it. G2 dials a number 
on her phone and then puts the phone to her ear for several seconds [is she 
checking remaining credit?]. She then looks to the display and presses the 
phone’s buttons. After this she puts the phone in her pocket.
A  boy is standing in the canteen and looking around him. He has a chrome 
mobile in his hand and is holding it against his chest. It seems to me that 
he’s posturing. He looks like the type who might -  a lot o f effort is put into 
his ‘ image’ !! He walks through the canteen and glances at his mobile’s 
display on his way out. [Is this lekking?]. As an aside, I see this boy later 
sitting at a table with two others. As he sees a boy approaching [who looks 
a little nerdy], he shouts “Hey Michael!!” in a seemingly derogatory way.
Is this a way to demonstrate his cool quotient?
As with the earlier observations, the larger groups are made up mostly 
o f girls. The boys either walk around the canteen, sit in smaller groups 
o f  two or three, or join the larger groups o f girls. To illustrate, there are 
approximately 11 tables occupied in area B. Eight o f  these tables are 
occupied with groups o f girls (with four or more girls per group). There is 
one table with four boys at it and the two others have groups o f two boys 
occupying them. A  boy has joined one o f the tables occupied by the girls. 
At T l there are an equal mix o f boys and girls. However, they seem to be 
separated into distinct male/female groupings.
A  number o f text messaging ring tones can be heard around the canteen.
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T2
Two girls have joined table T2, where 2 girls are already sitting. One o f the 
girls puts her (baby blue Siemens C35?) mobile on the table along with the 
two other mobile phones already there. A ll three girls place their mobile 
phones so that they can see the displays.
The boy with the chrome mobile returns to the canteen. He walks through 
the canteen and throws his mobile from one hand to the other. As he walks 
he looks around him. He leaves the canteen.
T1
G2, G3 and G4 are sitting in a small group o f  T 1 . G2 pulls her phone from 
her bag. She looks at the display and then holds it whilst talking to G3.
G3 also holds her pink and blue Nokia 3210. G3 presses some keys on her 
phone and then shows G2 a text message. They both look at G 3’s mob and 
talk. G3 presses the keys again to retrieve another message. She shows this 
message to G2 -  they laugh -  and then G4 (also sitting with them) looks 
at the message. G4 hands the phone back to G3 and the three talk for a 
minute or so. Then G3 again displays a text message on her mobile and 
shows it to G2. They scroll through the message laughing. G3 then puts 
her mobile on the table and continues to talk to G2 and G4.
T5
B l is sitting at a table beside me and is talking to another boy, B2. He 
leans back in his chair and holds his mobile -  passing it from one hand 
to the other. I over hear him say: “ It was alright last night wasn’t it?” 
Inaudible comment from B2. B 1: “I was really buzzing...!” He makes 
a gesture o f smoking. Both boys leave the table carrying their mobile 
phones. B l  looks at me and pauses to look at the notes I ’m writing. He 
doesn’t make any comment.
Outside I can see a group o f girls talking. One is text messaging. Her 
friend is trying to pull her to get her moving. I can also hear a few text 
message rings around the canteen.
T1
The boys at T1 have moved away from the table and are now huddled 
in a group together talking. Six girls sit at the table. They are all looking 
at a magazine together. They are talking, pointing at and touching the 
pages, and moving the magazine around the table so that they can all see 
it. They lean over the table ‘talking the magazine up’ . One girl seems to 
be coordinating the navigation o f the magazine. She stops at particular 
pages and the group discuss and comment on the magazine’s content. It’s 
interesting to note the similarities and differences between the sharing 
o f  text messages and this discussion around the magazine. Both the text 
message and the magazine seem to establish a point o f reference for 
discussion. One person tends to coordinate the activity. However, because 
o f the phone’s display, text messages cannot be shared easily between large 
groups. In the first field trip to Godalming, I described two girls sharing 
messages by sending them to each other. This still limits the sharing to 
two, but it does hint at the possibility o f having physically co-proximate
12.55
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groups sharing messages between their mobile phones. A  solution such 
as this, however, is unable to provide a shared physical medium through 
which the girls can communicate. This seems to be something that the 
magazine affords, but that is lacking with the mobile.
1.20
T7
G l receives a text message on her baby blue Nokia 3210. She gets her 
mobile from her bag. She reads the message as she talks to the others at 
the table. One o f the other girls, G2, looks to her mobile as G l is reading 
the message. It appears that G2 has also received a message. G2 talks to 
G l and scrolls through the message as she talks. G2 gives G l her mobile 
(which has a cow print cover). G l interacts with the mobile. She then looks 
at the cover. “ Why is this like that?” she asks G2, pointing to something 
on the cover o f the mobile. She continues interacting with the phone as she 
speaks to G2. She then shows something on the mobile to G2. They laugh 
at what’s on the phone and talk about it. Meanwhile, the two other girls at 
the table sit and look on. Eventually they get up to go, putting their mobile 
phones in their bags.
1.30
The canteen is clearing out.
A  group o f four (two boys and two girls) are standing in the canteen. Two 
o f them (one girl and one boy) are interacting with their mobile phones 
(possibly text messaging). The four are also talking amongst each other. 
The two that are using their mobile phones are making it very obvious. 
They seem to be posturing -  almost ‘dancing’ -  as they interact with their 
mobiles. Meanwhile, the second boy, B2, pulls out a mobile and begins 
to interact with it. He sits down and looks as though he is starting to play 
a game (using both hands). The other three leave the canteen and B2 
remains, still playing with the phone. B2 has another mobile on the table 
beside him. As he plays with the phone he glances to the display o f the 
mobile on the table. Another boy comes over to B2. B2 finishes his game 
and gives the mobile to the boy. B2 picks his own phone up and both boys 
leave the canteen.
Comments
As with the earlier observations, the sharing o f  phones was found to be common during this 
observation period. Phones seemed to be lent to, or shared with, others without much need 
fo r discussion or negotiation. For example, at T4, G l borrowed G2’s mobile. When she 
returned it, there was no discussion. A similar thing occurred between B l and B2, described 
in the paragraph above. It would seem that the sharing ofphones is a ‘done thing’-  that it is 
acceptable, taken fo r granted, and ordinary in young people's social lives.
The information on people’s phones, such as text messages, is also frequently shared. There 
are numerous examples from the observations where the students shared their displays within 
groups. For instance, the interactions revolving around the phone on tables T1 (between G2, 
G3 and G4) and T7 (between G l and G2) illustrate how the information on phone displays is 
shared within small groups. The phone tends to be shared between no more than two people 
at once and may get passed between the members o f  a group. The information is discussed as
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though it were embodied in the phone itself. Thus the phone becomes the object through which 
the conversation revolves -  the phone is handled, gestured with and pointed at as though it 
were a physical instantiation o f a conversation -  a conversational artefact.
As noted earlier, this use o f  the phone resembles the manner in which the magazine is shared 
at Tl. Like the phone, the magazine is central to the ongoing conversation. It frames the 
conversation, guides it and embodies it in the ways that it is handled and regarded. Through 
looking at and handling the magazine the girls provide a tangible, concrete ’too l’ through 
which meaning and understanding become communicable, sense becomes shared (this is very 
VygotsianI See his writings in Thought and Language, p268). Despite this, the interactions 
around the phone are also recognisably different. Fewer people tend to interact through 
the phone. This can result in excluding members o f  larger groups. Because the content is 
text-based and difficult to differentiate (at a distance) gestures and indicative movements 
also have less meaning. The users are required to read through the text to establish shared 
understandings, thus altering the form o f  the social interaction.
Two further points that should be followed up from these observations are: Do boys share 
messages like girls do? Who do the young people communicate with — have they had to 
establish networks fo r the purpose o f  using their mobile phones?
Date: 08/02/01
Time: Lunch break
12.55
T l
A  group o f four students sit at T l  (two girls and two boys). A  mobile is 
placed in the middle o f the table. After a moment, B 1 starts to handle the 
phone -  turning it by twiddling the aerial.
T2
Two girls are sitting at table T2. Both are text messaging. One o f the girls 
has a purple 3210. When she finishes texting she puts he phone in her bag.
Three girls walk through the canteen. One o f the girls glances at her 
silver 3210 as she walks. This girl goes to talk to someone at a table. She 
then walks over to her table and picks her bag up from the floor. She is 
still carrying her phone in her hand. She heads out o f the canteen to the 
smoking area, just outside area A  (Fig. 1).
T l
B 1 stands up from the table and puts the mobile in his back pocket. He 
then leaves the table with another boy and both head to the smoking area. I 
can see one girl smoking and talking on her mobile just outside area A. She 
is on her own. Beside her there are several groups talking and smoking.
T3
A  group o f  boys are playing some sort o f  card game. A  girl approaches the 
table ‘brandishing’ her mobile -  pointing with it and holding it out in front 
o f her as she speaks. She talks to one o f the boys and then leaves.
[Interrupt observations. The teacher who I have contact with at Woking 
College, Vivienne MacLean, joins me with her lunch. We sit and talk about
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arrangements for the study. Later she introduces me to a student, Amoni, 
who is interested in doing some research for her class.]
1.30
T3
Later, another girl approaches T3. She to is holding her mobile as she 
speaks. She talks with one o f  the boys and then takes his mobile (still 
carrying hers in her other hand). She stands by T3 and interacts with 
the boys mobile although it is not clear what she is doing. She holds the 
mobile at a distance from her as though she is demonstrating it isn’t hers. 
Eventually she returns the mobile to the boy and leaves the table.
The canteen clears out.
Observations end.
After the observations I get the chance to speak to Amoni. We talk about 
her class project and she also tells me a bit about phone use amongst 
the students. She tells me that most o f the students are on One-2-one or 
Orange. One-2-one users, she explains, can only get reception in area A  
o f the canteen so there are often a group o f  mobile users in this area. She 
also says that there are a growing number o f  people beginning to use BT 
Cellnet tariffs as texting is free. She explains that groups o f students move 
over to the same operator so that they can communicate with each other 
at cheaper rates. She thinks that this shift to certain operators happens 
gradually. One or two people within a social group will join an operator. 
Then, others in the group will slowly move over to that operator as well. 
She’s not sure how or why this shift occurs.
Amoni also tells me that she has noticed a difference in the way her friends 
at school and her friends in London use the answering services provided 
with their mobile phones. Her friends in London customise their services 
by recording tunes over o f the standard message. The tunes that are chosen 
can say a lot about people, she suggests. In Woking, the students tend 
to leave the standard answering service. She’s not sure why this is, but 
she feels it’s probably something to do with the way local social groups 
evolve.
Date: 12/02/01
Time: Morning break
10.55
A  group o f three boys stand by one o f the vending machines. They are all 
holding phones and seem to interacting with them. They are also talking 
amongst each other. [This looks very much like the playground posturing 
that I am familiar with -  o f course the phones are new, but the manner in 
which they stand around and interact with each other is familiar.]
There are noticeably more groups standing aroimd the canteen during 
the morning break (as opposed to the lunch break). Again, there are large 
groups also sitting at the tables.
T1
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A  group o f boys congregate around a table, T l .  Three stand and another, 
B l ,  sits. B l  is doing something with his mob while the other talk. After 
a short while, the three standing look towards B 1. B 1 is showing them 
his mob’s display. He seems to be showing them something particular 
-  perhaps a game score or a txt message.
T2
A  group at table T2 are playing cards. A  girl, G l,  looks at her mob while 
she plays. She holds her cards with one hand and the mob with the other. 
She checks the display and then places the mob in her pocket.
T l
Three o f the boys leave the table -  including B l.  B2 is left with a girl, G l, 
who joined them earlier. B l  talks to G l and, as he talks, he pulls his mob 
from his pocket and checks the display.
11.05
The canteen is clearing out.
T3
A  boy, B l,  sits with his mob in one hand. He is pressing the phone’s keys 
and looking at the display. He also talks to the others at the table -  two 
boys and a girl. He then hands the mob to the girl -  she looks at the display 
and then hands it back. B l  continues to use the mob -  he glances at the 
display and then around to his friends. After a short while he puts the mob 
in his pocket and carries on talking to his friends.
T l
Another two boys join the table. One o f them, B2, gets his Nokia 3210 
from his pocket. He looks at the mob’s display, presses some keys and 
then shows the mob to the others at the table. Meanwhile, the other two 
boys get their phones out. B2 is still playing with his -  again, he shows 
his display to the others. It’s not clear what he’s showing them. I think it 
may be a game score or text message. B3 takes B 2 ’s mob. He holds it in 
one hand and has his own in the other. He spends a short period interacting 
with both phones. It’s not clear what he’s doing -  he may be copying 
numbers from B 2’s address book [If so, why doesn’t he beam them -  both 
mobs are 3210s]. The girl at the table, G l, also has her mobile out. B3 
gives B 2 ’s mobile back and puts his own in his pocket. He then talks to 
G l. They both look at her mob -  she is pressing keys. The phone starts to 
play a tune. The two look around the canteen, smiling -  recognising that 
the sound is attracting people’s attention. The tune plays for a minute or 
two. They continue to interact with the mob. Meanwhile, B2 ‘brandishes’ 
his mob -  he gestures with it to B4 (the other boy sitting at the table) 
who has his mob out (an older Nokia). B4 takes B 2 ’s mob and starts to 
do something with it whilst still holding his own phone [perhaps he is 
exchanging address book entries]. Eventually, the four at table T l  stop 
using their phones. B2 and B4 leave theirs on the table and the four talk 
amongst each other.
T 3
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A  group o f girls play cards. One girl doesn’t play. She is using her mob 
and appears to be text messaging. She then places her mobile on the table 
-  occasionally touching it as she looks around the canteen and talks to the 
others at the table.
11.25
A  mobile rings loudly with the theme tune to Beverly Hills Cop. People in 
the canteen glance around to see where the sound is coming from. A  boy 
checks his mob and then returns it to his pocket.
Comments
What is apparent from these observations is that the phones encourage small, localised 
forms o f interaction. The phones not only mediate these forms o f  interaction, but are also 
the focus o f  them. For example, at table Tl, the interactions tend to be between groups o f 
two when the phones are being used. In such cases, the two will look to the mob perhaps 
to compare numbers, talk up a text message, or play with the mob s functions. It appears 
harder fo r  prolonged larger interactions to take place when phones are being used. When the 
interactions involve more people, the phone use normally breaks off, or an individual may 
choose to “step ” out o f  the interaction. This is exemplified at T3, where the group are playing 
cards together.
Date: 13/02/01
Time: Lunch break
12.30
T l
A  group o f four girls sit round table T l.  One girl has her books out. She 
has her mob resting on one o f the books so that she can see the display.
Two large groups are sitting around two adjacent tables in area A. Both 
groups are playing cards. One o f the groups is made up entirely o f boys 
(approx. six) and the other is mixed -  although there are more girls than 
boys. There is the occasional interaction between the two groups.
T2
A  girl has a digital video camera and tells her friends she is going to do 
some recording. She gets up to film the others at her table. I see this girl 
continue to film throughout the lunch break -  later she walks around the 
canteen to film.
T3
Two girls sit at table T3. One girl, G l,  has her mob on the table. She is 
holding the other girl’s mob. She interacts with it and then passes it back 
to G2. She checks her own mob and then puts it in her bag. G2 starts to 
do something with her mob- perhaps txting. She uses one hand to interact 
with the mob and talks to G l at the same time. G l is looks around the 
canteen and occasionally glances at G 2’s mob display. She has to view it 
upside down, however, because o f the way she is seated. After a short time 
both G l and G2 focus on the display as G2 interacts with it. This goes on
for at least three minutes -  with neither o f  them talking. Eventually, G2 
puts her mob on the table. The two talk for a bit and then they get up and 
leave (G2 taking her mob from the table).
12.40
The canteen is getting a little busier. The group o f boys who were playing 
cards in area A  are getting rowdy. A  few o f them are shouting and playfully 
pushing each other around. Gradually a few o f them leave. Some other 
boys join the table. They start to play cards again. The ‘girls’ table 
continue to play -  making less noise.
An announcement is made over the speaker system. The valentine’s ball 
tickets are announced.
T4
A  girl, G l, at T4 is sitting playing with her mob. I recognise the girl from 
a previous session. She seems to be someone who is into using her mob.
She uses her mob with two hands with her head hunched over. It looks as 
though she is playing a gam e... G l has now stopped playing. She talks to 
two others at her table.
T5
Five boys sit around the table. One boy, b l is using his mob. He uses it 
with both hands which suggests he is playing a game. One o f  the boys,
B2, glances at the display and then continues to talk to the others. B l  
is focused on playing the game and doesn’t say much. When the others 
stop talking, B2 and B3 (another boy at the table) glance to B l ’s display 
and start to talk to him. B 1 leans back in his chair with what seems like 
an intention to withdraw from the conversation. The group o f  boys not 
playing the game look bored. They don’t talk much and look around the 
canteen aimlessly.
Meanwhile, a girl, G l,  standing in area A  gets her Nokia 3310 out from 
her bag. She looks at the mob’s display and then, holding her phone, walks 
over to someone waiting to pay for food. The two talk for a moment and 
then walk back to area A. They stand together and G l appears to be writing 
a txt message. They remain in the standing for a while and then walk out o f 
the canteen to the smoking area. G l continues to interact with her mob. As 
they sit and smoke it looks like G l and her friend are looking at the mob 
together whilst smoking.
T5
B4, also at the table, gets his mobile out from his pocket. He presses some 
o f the mob’s keys and then puts it to his ear -  he appears to be listening for 
voicemail. He takes his mob from his ear for a moment to press another 
key and then returns the mob to his ear. B 1 stops playing the game, B3 
takes the mob and begins interacting with it. He holds it with both hands 
and uses one hand to press the keys. Having finished with his own mob,
B4 takes the mob from B3 and starts to look at it. He looks as though he 
starts to play a game (the phone is a 3210) as he interacts with the mob 
with both hands. B3 and B l  get up from the table and leave. B4 then gives 
B2 the phone (it appears B2 is the owner -  although he didn’t use it during 
the session). B2 checks the display as they both get up to leave.
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I spot G l interacting with her mob. She is in the middle o f eating. She 
reaches for her mob, presses some keys and then places it in her bag.
A  boy, B l,  joins the ‘boys’ card table in area A. He sits on the periphery 
o f the table -  there doesn’t appear to be enough space for him to join the 
group. The person he sits next to shifts his position so that he has his back 
to him. This doesn’t seem to be a conscious ‘ snub’ , but this really excludes 
B l from the table. B l gets his 3310 from his bag. He looks as though he is 
playing a game -  using the phone with both hands. After a short time, B l 
puts the mob in his pocket, gets up and walks around the table. It could be 
that he is trying to see if  there is a way into the larger group. He then picks 
up his jacket and looks around the table once again. No one seems to be 
paying him much attention. Finally, he picks up his bag and leaves. Could 
B l  have used his table to reduce his discomfort resulting form being cut 
o ff from the group?
T4
G l is standing by table T4. She looks restless. She arranges her shirt and 
then starts to talk to the others at the table. She sits and gets her mob from 
her bag [this is interesting - 1 thought before she reached for her phone 
that this is what she was going to do!]. She presses some o f the mob’s keys 
and continues to talk to the others (placing the mob on the table as she 
does). After a short time G l picks her mob up again. She starts to interact 
with it -  may be txt messaging. In this instance, the mobile appears to be 
a distraction for G l -  just another thing to pass the time. The others at 
the table stand. G l finishes with her mob and starts to pack her bag. The 
groups spend a minute or so talking and then disband.
1.30
The canteen starts to clear.
A  girl I recognise (because o f the mob she is using -  it has a snake-skin 
like cover) walks through the canteen with a group o f other girls. She holds 
her mob and presses several keys. She puts the mob to her ear and leaves 
with the group. I recognise this girl first because o f her mobile’s cover 
and also because she seemed to use her phone a lot in a previous session. 
Could it be that there are people with particular roles and that one o f these 
roles is ‘mob-user’?
G l, from table T4, joins the ‘girl’s ’ card table. She sits with her mob -  
either reading or writing a txt message -  again, could this be a mechanism 
for feeling at ease when joining a new grouping? She sits for a few 
moments and then leaves with two o f  the girls.
T6
A  girl sits with two boys. The three have been sitting together for some 
time. The girl has just started to handle her mob. She holds it in front o f 
her face so she covers her mouth. She holds the back o f the mob against 
her lips. The device seems to play some role in the social interaction here, 
but I’m not sure what it is. The girl gets up to go and carries her mob as 
she does.
T4
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There are two interesting points to he noted from these observations. First, it appears that the 
mob helps people to feel at ease in socially uncomfortable situations. Through using the mob, 
people seem to locate themselves in comforting surroundings and reduce what might be seen 
by others as unacceptable social isolation. This occurs several times during the observations. 
For example, when B1 joins the group o f card players, he seems to respond to his exclusion by 
using his mob. G l also appears to do this when she joins the girls who are playing cards. This 
reminds me o f  people who take books or papers with them to a cafe or restaurant.
The second point to be raised is that the mob is a distraction fo r young people -  they use 
them to pass time -  or at least demonstrate that they are using them to past time. Again, G l 
provides an example o f  this. During the observations, she tends to use her mob when she is 
restless and has nothing better to do. I ’m not sure what it is, but it appears almost predictable.
What I  need to think about from these to issues is why it is socially accepted to use mobs fo r 
these purposes and what young people have to know to use them in such ways? That is, how 
have these mechanisms become established and acceptable is social settings?
Date: 14/02/01
Time: Lunch break
12.30
Three boys and one girl sit at one o f the tables at the canteen. They look at 
me a little suspiciously. One boy has his mobile to his ear [these guys look 
“hard”].
T l
Six girls sit at table T l.  Two o f the girls have their mobiles out. One o f 
the girls has hers beside her placed on the table. The other is fiddling with 
hers, spinning it on the table. She drops it onto the floor and then picks it 
up and checks the display. Another girl at the table now has her mobile 
out and is texting or possibly playing a game. The other girls are looking 
around the canteen and talking amongst each other.
A  boy standing by a group o f people, who are seated, pulls his mobile 
from his pocket and looks at its display. A s he does, he talks to another boy 
standing next to him.
T2
A  girl sits at my table and talks to a boy at the table next to mine. During 
their conversation the boy calls someone on the mobile. He arranges to 
meet them in Woking town centre. As he finishes the call is exclaims:
“ Oh, I’ve got a text message as w ell!” He checks his text message. A s he 
interacts with the mobile he continues to talk to the girl. There is a fair 
bit o f  discussion about Valentine’s Day. They talk about where they are 
going and who they expect to get cards from. The girl wants to wait for a 
few minutes before leaving to Woking as she thinks she is going to get a 
Valentine’s Day card delivered to her.
Another three boys standing beside me are all using their mobile phones.
They stand facing each other. They hold their phones with one hand and
Comments
look down at their own displays. They also talk between themselves and 
occasionally glance at each other. One o f the three says to another boy 
(standing outside the group): “I ’ve run out o f juice on this. Hey Chris 
can I borrow your mobile?” The boy takes his mobile apart on the table 
(removing the battery and then the SIM card). I ’m not certain what he’s 
up to. He leaves his dismantled mobile on the table and uses his friends 
mobile. Meanwhile the two others are continuing to interact with their 
mobile phones. One o f the boys receives a call. He speaks briefly and then 
shows his mobile’s display to the other. They appear to be talking about 
who’s in their address books.
An announcement is made over the canteen’s loudspeaker: “Valentine’s 
messages will commence in 5 minutes.”
T2
The boy sitting at T2 (with the girl at my table) has his 3310 in his hand. 
He fiddles with it. He tells his friend they’ve got to wait to leave because 
someone is waiting for a Valentine’s Day message.
A  girl, G l, is standing across the canteen. She is holding two mobile 
phones side by side so that she can see both displays. She presses the keys 
o f one o f  the mobile phones and then puts it to her ear. She listens and 
then looks at both displays again. She puts the mobile phones down on the 
table beside her. She then walks over to another table and starts talking to 
another girl, G2. After several seconds G l returns to the table where she 
has placed the mobile phones and picks them up. Again, she holds both 
mobile phones side-by-side, punches several keys o f one o f the mobiles 
and then places it to her ear. Having done this she takes the mobile phones 
over to G2 and begins to talk to her about the mobile phones. She appears 
to be asking the girl for advice on how to operate the phones. The girl 
takes one o f the mobiles and does something with it. The two continue to 
talk. G l then tries dialling a number again with one o f the mobile phones. 
This time she gets through and starts to talk to somebody.
T3
A t table T3 a girl, G l,  gets several calls and messages over the duration 
o f the break. She is sitting with 3 or 4 other girls. With both the messages 
and calls, all girls seem to be interacting with G l, using her to pass 
comments onto the people she communicates with and also discussing the 
conversations with her. What seems to be happening is that G l, through 
using the phone, is able to allow the people at the other end o f  the phone 
line to take part in the group’s interactions in some form.
Meanwhile, the Valentine’s Day messages get announced over the 
loudspeaker. This causes much laughter from those in the canteen.
T3
Whilst the announcements are being made, B l,  who has joined T3, gets 
a call. He speaks very loudly and uses strong language. This attracts 
attention from the girls at the table who criticize him.
T4
A t T4 a girl, G l, receives a call. She answers it by saying the caller’s name 
(read from the display). She talks briefly and then hangs up. One o f  the
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other girls at the table takes the mobile and looks at it. As she does, a text 
message is received. G l grabs the phone back and looks at the display. She 
laughs and shows the message to the other at the table.
Amoni joins me.
She tells me that there is quite a lot o f phone use today because o f 
Valentine’s Day. A  girl in her class this morning received several 
Valentine’s text messages during the class. Amoni doesn’t think there a 
great deal more phone use however, She says its always high no matter 
what.
I ask Amoni whether there is any status associated with being on contract 
rather than pay-as-you-go. I’ve noticed that quite a few o f the students 
I’ve had a chance to speak to are ready to tell me their on contracts. Amoni 
doesn’t think there is. She does say, however, that people are surprised to 
hear when someone is on a contract. Amoni also finds that her friends tend 
to ask her to call them (possibly because it’s cheaper and not so restrictive 
via a contract).
Date: 28/02/01
Time: Lunch break
12.35
T l
A  girl, G l, sits with three other girls. She places her mobile on her books 
in a very obvious manner so that she can see the display. The phone is 
placed on its side. They talk amongst themselves. One girls is describing a 
conversation she had with a friend: “ I called him, I mean text him. He was 
so pissed o ff...”
A  girl approaches me to ask about the study. She asks about what she 
needs to do to be in the study and what it involves. She leaves and joins a 
table across the canteen.
T2
A  group o f  four boys sit at table T2. They are talking. One o f the boys has 
his mobile placed on the table so that he can see the display. He doesn’t 
look at the mobile though. Instead he is faced towards the boy on his 
left. He leans towards him. The two boys talk to each other gesticulating 
animatedly.
T3
A  girl pulls her mobile from her bag. She looks at the display and then 
starts to press the phone’s keys. I assume she’s received a text message 
and is now replying to it. Several boys are sitting around the girl. She 
sits close to one boy, facing him and with her legs between his. As she 
text messages, she talks to those sitting around her. Her ‘texting’ is thus 
broken-up with occasional interactions. She eventually finishes with her 
phones and returns it to her bag.
T4
The girl, G l, who approached me earlier about the study, is sitting at T4 
with two other girls. She is sitting, slouching, with a mobile in her hands. 
There is something in the way she is slouched and in the way she interacts 
with the phone in a disinterested manner that makes me think she is using 
the phone to occupy herself. The girl on her right, G2, takes the mobile, 
presses some keys and then puts the mobile to her ear. She doesn’t appear 
to be talking to anyone. She then looks to the display, presses several keys 
and puts the mobile to her ear again. Eventually, she puts the mobile down 
on the table and picks up her drink.
12.55
From my position in the canteen, I can see no overt mobile use...
T4
G2 gets up from her table. She walks across the canteen with her chrome 
mobile in her hand. She walks, holding the mobile as though she is 
displaying it. The way she holds it seems to make the phone visible to 
others. She holds the phone as you would a mug.
A  girl is standing not to far from where I am seated. She stands with her 
friend and uses her mobile. She has the mobile to her ear and seems to be 
listening to something. She is having trouble hearing and covers her ear 
and leans over the phone (creating a physical “ space” to listen). She stops 
using the phone, returns it to her pocket and starts to chat with her friend.
T l
G l has moved the phone and now has it placed directly in front o f  her.
It is still positioned on its side and so that she can see the display. She 
continues to talk to her friends.
I see a girl get up from where she is seated and walk over to two people 
standing by the vending machine. She appears to be stepping out o f 
one social situation and into another. The group she has just left looks 
distinctly different (in dress) to the people she talks to by the vending 
machine. I wonder whether she is breaching her social circle, momentarily 
stepping out o f it into another. She talks to the two by the vending machine 
for several minutes and then returns to her table. How is this sort o f 
“ breaching” o f  social grouping supported or hindered by the mobile?
1.10
T2
The boy who had his mobile out on the table has moved it - 1 assume 
to his pocket. Another boy at the table pulls his mobile from his pocket.
He glances at the display and then continues talking to his friend. He 
gesticulates with the mobile, pointing and gesturing with it. They get up 
and leave the table.
Meanwhile, the headmaster approaches me. We chat for several minutes. 
He is collecting money for charity and where a funny outfit. A  boy 
approaches us and makes an amusing comment about the headmaster’s 
apparel. The boy carries his mobile and some papers. They leave.
Vivienne also sees me and stops to talk. She updates me on the selection o f 
students for the fieldwork then leaves.
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T l
G3 has her new Nokia 3310 out. G2 is holding it and looking at the 
display.
G2: “How did you get that 011 there? It’s a screen saver isn’t it?”
G2 is interacting with the mobile. She starts to try the phone’s different 
ring tones. G3 and G4 are also listening to and talking about the ring tones. 
As G2 operates the mobile she talks to G3:
G2: “What have you done with your old phone? Sold it?
G3: “yeah.”
G2: “I ’m going to sell mine as wel l . . G2 starts to talk about the games: 
“what games has it got?”
G3: “ oh, space invaders and something else.”
G2 appears to be navigating through and exploring the mobile phones 
options.
G2: “Bellise, are you getting exactly the same phone?”
G5: “Yeah, . . .”
The conversation continues. They start to talk about the price o f  the 
various services and the quality o f  the operators.
1.30
T5
A  girl, G l, gets up from the table and runs over to Amoni, who is walking 
through the canteen. Amoni is carrying her blue Siemens mobile. G l calls 
out: “Amoni, can I borrow your phone?” they talk for several minutes and 
then G l returns to her seat. G l gets her mobile from her pocket (also a 
blue Siemens). As she does, G2, another girl next to G l, gets her mobile 
out. They both check their own displays. G l does something with her 
mobile for a minute or so and then gets up and walks around to the other 
side o f the busy table she is sitting at. She shows a girl, G3, on this side 
o f the table her mobile’s display. The two talk for a moment and then 
G3 takes the mobile and starts to interact with it herself. G l stands by 
G3. First she looks over G 3’s shoulder, talking and pointing towards the 
mobile. Then she starts to talk to one o f the boys sitting beside G3. After 
a few minutes, G3 passes the mobile back to G l . G l takes it and walks 
back to her seat, looking at the display as she walks. She sits and does 
something with the mobile. She looks up and laughs and then shows G2 
the mobile’s display. G2 takes the mobile and starts doing something with 
it. G l gets up and leans over G2 (resting on her shoulders). They begin 
taking turns in using the mobile. After several exchanges, G l shows the 
mobile to a boy sitting on G 2’s left. G l returns to her seat, holding the 
mobile. She talks for a while with some o f those at the table and then starts 
to use the mobile again. Both G l and G2 lean over the mobile, looking at 
the display, and talk.
Meanwhile, Amoni approaches a table adjacent to T5 (above). She has two 
mobile phones (one in each hand). She briefly talks to the two girls at the 
table and then leaves.
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G l interacts with her mobile for a while longer, interrupting herself several 
times to talk to the others. Eventually she puts the mobile in her bag.
Date: 01/03/01
Time: Lunch break
A  boy, B l ,  walks through the canteen talking on his chrome Nokia 8810. 
Talking loudly, he says:
“I just got out o f a lesson so I don’t know ... I f  I find out I’ ll call you, 
yeah?... C ool... Bye.”
The boy walks in an overt way -  what I would call ‘ strutting’ . He wears a 
baseball cap low over his face and carries himself in a ‘hip,’ ‘ cool’ fashion. 
As he walks he kicks a chair. He hangs up on his mobile and walks over to 
buy something to eat.
T l
Two girls, G l and G2, sit at table T l . G l takes her mobile from her bag. 
She presses several keys. Meanwhile, G2 picks her mobile up from the 
table and starts to press the phone’s keys. They both look as though they 
are filling time -  there actions seem to have no definite purpose. G l puts 
her mobile to her ear she listens, then looks to the mobile, presses one 
o f the keys and puts the mobile back to her ear. I assume she is listening 
to her voice mail. G2 is pressing the keys o f her mobile. Another girl 
approaches the table and strokes G l ’s hair. G l stops using her mobile 
immediately and starts to talk to her.
T2
At T2 a girl, G l, is playing with her Nokia 3310. She seems to be trying 
out the ring tones. She does this for several minutes and the ring tones 
can be heard throughout the canteen. A  group sitting near me look around 
them to see where the noise is coming from and then cany on with what 
they’re doing. A t T2, G l is looking at the mobile and navigating through 
the ring tones. Another girl at the table glances at the mobile’s display once 
or twice. They seem to be talking about the mobile and discussing its ring 
tones.
T3
Meanwhile, a similar thing is happening at T3. A  girl is standing over 
several others who are seated. She is showing them her mobile (3310) and 
appears to be trying out various ring tones. Another girl at the table has 
her mobile to her ear but isn’t talking. A  girl also at the table has her Nokia 
3210 placed on the table. The phone has a bright orange, patterned cover. A  
little later a boy at the table receives a call. He speaks and looks around the 
canteen. He appears to be looking for somebody -  the person he’s talking 
to perhaps.
A  boy walks past me with a hands free earplug in his ear. He walks with 
two other boys who are carrying their mobile phones.
Two girls walk past me having the following conversation:
T5
G l: “ Oh, I got your text!”
G2: “Er, what did it say?”
G l : . about the secret.. Gl  and G2 look at each other knowingly.
G2 “ ... oh yeah.” They laugh.
B 1 is back in the canteen with his chrome Nokia mobile. He sits at a table 
with another boy. He holds his mobile in one hand and presses the keys.
He doesn’t seem to be doing anything in particular -  there is something 
in the way he performs that suggests he is demonstrating something to the 
situation at large. He starts to talk to his companion, B2. He gestures and 
poses with his mobile as he talks. The way B l  acts -  the way he poses and 
‘ struts’ -  and the clothes that he wears suggests that he wishes to present 
himself as ‘ cool’ -  a member o f  those with valued social status.
B l  and B2 start talking to two girls who walk past their table. They are 
laughing together. B l  still holds his mobile. After a few moments, B l  gets 
up and struts over to another table with mobile in hand. He chats with 
someone for a minute or so and then walks back to his table. As he walks 
back, he stops and shouts “Wotsup?!. . to a boy at another table. The 
two give each other high-fives and briefly speak. B l  returns to his table, 
which B2 has left. He stands at the table and shouts across the canteen to 
somebody. He doesn’t appear to get a response. He looks at his mobile’s 
display and presses several keys. He puts the mobile to his ear and asks:
“Is anyone there? Is anyone there?...”  He walks out o f the canteen, still 
with the mobile to his ear. After about 5 minutes he returns with another 
boy. He still holds his mobile. They stand for a moment and then leave.
T3
Meanwhile, two girls at T3 sit together. One, G l, has her mobile in her 
hand. She is navigating the mobile’s menus. The two girls don’t speak to 
each other. G l spends several minutes using the mobile. She then puts it in 
its case. The girl she is with, G2, takes her mobile from her bag and starts 
interacting with it -  pressing the keys. G l starts to use her mobile again, as 
well. She then takes G 2’s mobile and holds the two phones side-by-side. 
She copies something from one mobile to the other. She then returns G 2’s 
mobile. A ll this is done with very little conversation. The two talk briefly 
and then leave.
Amoni comes over to talk to me. She tells me about her research project. I 
then ask her about several things I have been noticing.
First I ask why people seem to listen to their phones regularly but don’t 
appear to talk much with them. Amoni tells me that most people leave their 
phones on during class and that when they come out for break they check 
their voice mail. One-to-one have free voice mail, so this is particularly 
common amongst one-2-one users. Amoni doesn’t say this, but it seems 
to me that the students tend to check their messages when there is a spare 
moment -  when they are looking to fill time.
I next ask Amoni what people are doing when they have two mobile 
phones side by side. She tells me that this is usually done when people 
want to copy address book entries or funny/interesting text messages 
between mobile phones. When they have low or zero credit they tend to
copy things by hand rather than send them. It’s particularly popular to 
copy text messages. “They do it so that they can talk about them together, 
share them and send them to their friends. The messages get sent around 
so everybody sees them... It’s funny, I sent one message to a friend o f 
mine in London and she told me ‘ I ’ve seen this ages ago.’ Eventually, the 
messages get back to you.”
Amoni also tells me that people often use their mobile phones when they 
are bored. They often play games when bored, for example.
Date: 06/03/01
Time: Lunch break
12.30
T l
A  boy, B l,  is looking at his mobile. He is using both hands to press the 
keys, although it doesn’t look as though he’s playing a game. He doesn’t 
look that engaged and is talking to others intermittently. He interacts with 
the phone for several minutes and then passes it to a girl, G l, at the table.
I recognise G l and her mobile (it’s in a black case). I’ve often seen her 
use her mobile. G l looks at the display and presses several keys. Then she 
puts her mobile on the table. Meanwhile, B l  takes his own mobile from his 
pocket, checks the display and returns it to his pocket.
T2
Five girls sit at a table. One girl, G l, is navigating the menus on her 3210. 
She passes the mobile to another girl, G2, who takes the mob and starts to 
interact with it with both hands. She holds the mobile between her index 
fingers and uses her thumbs to press the buttons. She leans forward in 
her seat and rests her elbows on the table. The others around the table are
looking about aimlessly and occasionally talking amongst each other. G2
looks as though she is playing a game. Although she seems to be able to 
contribute to the ongoing conversation, not surprisingly, she doesn’t seem 
to be too engaged. Another girl, G3, has her mobile (in a black cover) out. 
She plays with the covers strap and holds the mobile with the other hand. 
She talks to another girl at the table and fiddles with her phone as she talks. 
She opens the mobs case and pulls out a scrap o f folded paper, she looks at 
it and then shows it to the girl she is talking to -  they talk and smile at each 
other. G3 puts the paper back into the phone’s case. G4, another girl at the 
table, has her 3310 out. She looks at it with G3. G3 puts it against her as 
though she is listening to a ring tone. This is different to the way she would 
listen to something through the earpiece -  she leans down to the phone and 
holds her ear against the side o f the mobile. They look at the mobile for a 
few moments longer and then put it away.
T3
Two girls, G l and G2, sit together chatting and holding hands (they seem 
to being petting each other). G l reaches for her mobile that is placed 
on the table. As she talks to G2 she fiddles with the mobile’s cover. The 
cover has Winnie the Pooh on one side and G l fiddles with a label that is 
attached to the case.
A boy stands by one of the vending machines in the canteen. He is on 
his own and is interacting with his mobile, holding it with two hands -  
possibly playing a game. Another boy approaches him so he stops playing 
with the mobile and puts it into his pocket. He starts to talk to the boy and 
several others who are standing near him.
1.00
Vivienne comes and talks to me about the study.
1.05
T3
Two other girls, G3 and G4, stand by T3. G3 is interacting with a mobile 
-  possibly texting. G4 looks at the mobile’s display and reaches over to 
press something on the mobile whilst G3 is holding it. G3 finishes and 
then puts the mobile on the table and leaves to a different area in the 
canteen. It’s interesting that the mobile seems to be shared between small 
groups. People seem to be able to pick them up and interact with them 
and them leave them. I’m not sure whose mob it was in this case but it 
seemed as though there was definitely something about it being owned 
‘communally.’
T2
A girl, G5, is texting with her 3310. She looks over to another girl at 
the table and asks her a question. The girl responds and G5 returns to 
composing her message. After a minute or two she stops and puts the mob 
on the table.
T4
A girl, Gl, joins a table where three or four other girls are sitting. As she 
sits all but one of the other girls get up to get some food. Gl pulls her 
mobile from her bag. She looks at the mobile’s display and then gazes 
aimlessly around the canteen. The other girl at the table, G2, begins to 
talk. As she does she glances to her mob, which she is holding, and then 
looks around the room. The two girls look as though they are holding 
and glancing at their mobs to fill the ‘gaps’ between social interactions. 
Interestingly this is an understood and accepted way to demonstrate social 
involvement -  or non-involvement.
1.25
T3
G2 and G4 both reach for the mobile placed on the table. Presumably, 
the mobile has rung and they playfiilly straggle to get to it. G4 takes the 
mobile and looks at the display -  possibly reading a text message. The 
other girls at the table look at G4 as she reads the message. They talk and 
laugh. G4 shows G2 the display. G2 reads the text and then places the mob 
on the table.
Date: 13/03/01
Tim e: Lunch break
383
Tl
Six boys sit at table Tl. A boy, Bl, is text messaging. He sits with his 
elbows on the table, holding the mobile and texting with both hands. I 
haven’t seen this happen too often before. Frequently, people ‘withdraw’ 
from their group when writing messages. Another boy, B2, sits slightly 
outside the main circle of boys. He is hunched over and although I don’t 
immediately see his mobile, I can tell he is interacting with it -  possibly 
playing a game.
T2
Four girls sit a table T2. One girl, Gl, sits with her mobile (Nokia 3210) on 
the table. Sitting next to her, G2 takes the mobile and looks at the display. 
The two crouch down towards each other and over the mobile. The mobile 
becomes their central focus and draws them away from the other two who 
are talking. After a few moments Gl takes the mob from G2 and they 
return to talking with the others. Gl sits, holding her purse and her mobile 
in her hand. This makes me think that the presence of a phone can draw 
people into smaller conversational groups, changing the dynamic of the 
social setting.
Tl
B3, sits with his back to me. He is hunched over and looks as though his 
hands are holding something in front of him. I suspect he is interacting 
with his mobile.
12.55
A boy, who I’ve mentioned before and who usually carries a chrome Nokia 
with him, walks into the canteen holding his mobile (although not the 
chrome Nokia). He walks to the middle of the canteen and, still standing, 
dials a number. He puts the mobile to his ear and then walks through the 
canteen - 1 loose sight of him. After a few moments I see him walking 
along the side of the canteen holding his mobile by his side in one hand.
He may have been trying to find someone, but it seemed to involve much 
posturing.
T2
Gl is still holding her mobile. She talks and gesticulates with the mobile in 
her hand.
T3
A boy, Bl, sits at a table with two other girls. He has his mobile pressed 
against his mouth. He glances at the display and then returns the mob to hi 
mouth. He seems to be exhibiting a paused-thoughtful expression.
T4
A girl has been sitting at a table with several others. She is talking with one 
other girl. Her 1110b is in front of her on the table, although it doesn’t seem 
to be placed in any particular way. It could be placed face down -  although 
I can’t really see from where I ’m seated. She doesn’t seem to pay much 
attention to her mobile.
12.37
384
Tl
Another boy, B4, now has his mobile out. He sits hunched over it with his 
head bent down. He interacts with the mobile with both hands. He also sits 
slightly back from the main group. After a few moments he puts the phone 
in his jacket pocket and joins the group’s conversation. He then gets a text 
message. He takes the mob from his jacket and looks to the display. He 
reads the message and then it looks as though he is composing a reply. He 
starts to use the mobile with one hand -  hunched slightly over the mobile.
After a short time he leans back in his chair (leaning on the back legs) 
withdrawing himself further from the group. He starts to use the mob with 
both hands.
It could be that the two handed interaction is somehow related to levels of engagement in 
a social group. Along with other signs, such as leaning back, it signifies that someone has 
withdrawn from the group.
Whilst B4 is interacting with the mob, another boy at the table, B5, says 
something to him. B4 pauses, takes one hand off the mobile and leans 
forward. He returns to using his mob after a moment. A discussion then 
begins and B4 leans forward and speaks:
B4: “Wait. Hang on, whose is this?” He shows the mobile’s display to B5
B5 reaches over to the mobile and presses something and says something 
that is inaudible.
B4: “Don’t worry, I ’ll save it.”
There is further discussion. B4 talks to B3 who is also holding a mobile 
phone. B4 reads out a telephone number to B3 who punches the number 
into his phone and then places the mobile to his ear. B4 returns using his 
mob in his lent back position.
1.25
At T2 a girl, G3, is using her mobile (Nokia 3310). She holds it with two 
hands above the table with her arms resting on the surface. It’s not clear 
what she is doing. A few of the girls at the table leave. G3 puts her mobile 
away and moves around to talk to the two girls who have remained. This 
suggests that the phone is used in a particular context, but may not be 
needed when the situation changes.
Tl
A group of the boys have left the table. B4 and Bl remain. B4 holds the 
mob out in front of him with one hand. He presses a few keys and talks to 
Bl as he does. Notably his posture and his gestures are far more open now 
that there are only two of them.
Date: 15/03/01
Time: Lunch break
First meeting with five students.
Date: 19/03/01
Time: Lunch break
I have asked the students participating in the study to meet me today to 
collect their £10 vouchers.
I talk to Samia and Lisa (to give them their £5 vouchers). Lisa tells me she 
has already “ripped” her credit. I ask about the term “ripped”. They explain 
it means to use all the call time on a voucher. They are amused that I don’t 
know the term and think it’s funny that I write it down. They laugh and 
give each other “high-fives” . They go on to tell me they have topped up the 
credit on their phones themselves. Lisa says she has spent an extra £20 of 
her own money.
Samia and Lisa also tell me about a visiting Japanese student who has a 
camera on his mobile. They are excited and impressed by this and describe 
the camera to me.
When I give the £10 top-up voucher they both immediately enter the codes 
into their phones. This seems to be something they know how to do. There 
is no discussion about how it is done -  common knowledge perhaps?!
Lisa has used the heart screen saver on her mobile. She shows it to me and 
explains how she got it there and how the screen saver works. Samia and 
Lisa then go off to join another table.
Lauren then comes into the canteen. She is walking and using her mobile 
at the same time (it’s not clear what’s she doing with it). She joins a table 
with a large group of girls and then comes over to my table. She appears 
enthusiastic about the phone. She tells me she’s been using the phone’s 
reminder all the time -  helping her to remember assignments and meetings. 
She also tells me she’s been playing a lot of games. She adds: “I’ve got 
something to tell you... You can’t play games in the dark!” We talk about 
this for a bit and discover that it is possible to have the backlight on when 
playing games. She tells me her boyfriend likes playing the games: “ ...his 
mobile is old and doesn’t even send picture messages!” Lauren also says 
that the silent and discrete settings on her phone are really useful. She 
explains that she can use these in class and still send and receive text 
messages. Lauren returns to her table.
Jackie and Paul come over for their vouchers. I lend them a digital camera 
each.
Tl
A group of four girls sit round a table. Two of the girls are using mobiles 
phones. One, Gl, looks as though she is playing a game. She is heavily 
engaged with the phone and seems focused on it. The other, G2, is looking 
at a mob’s display with a third girl, G3. They laugh and talk as they look 
at the phone, G2 hands the mobile to G3 and then retrieves another phone 
from a bag on the table. Meanwhile, Gl has taken G3’s mob and know 
holds two phones -  one in each hand. She seems to be pressing the keys on 
one of the mobs and looking between them (perhaps copying something). 
The four girls carrying on interacting with their phones. Eventually four
phones are brought out. All are Nokias and all seemed to be customised 
with bright and colourful covers. They share their phones, looking 
between the displays, swapping them and handling them. What is striking 
is that the focus on the phones seems to be accepted practice. No one 
seems unfamiliar with or perturbed by the fact that they are central to the 
interaction.
Lisa and Samia are sitting at different tables both with their heads down 
looking at their displays -  both seem to be texting. Lias walks over to 
Samia. Samia shows Lisa her display -  Lisa takes Sarnia’s mobile and 
reads the display. They talk briefly and then Lisa returns to her seat. Lisa 
looks towards me and says: “Were addicted to these phones!” Lisa goes 
back to Samia and they both start to talk to each other. As they’re talking 
Lisa get s a message. She reads it and then shows it to Samia. She then 
writes something on her display and shows it to Samia. Later on Lisa holds 
the mob as she talks. She seems to be “coveting” the mobile as she speaks.
Date: 27/03/01
Time: Lunch break
I visit the some of the students before I leave for CHI.
I meet with Paul and Jackie. I ask them why people text message from 
home instead of using their landlines. They say: “everyone texts anyway.” 
They also explain that text messaging allows them to chat with their 
friends in private without disruptions from family members and without 
family members knowing.
I also ask Paul and Jackie why some people use abbreviations when 
texting. They say that it is quicker and easier (and that it can be particularly
helpful if you’re a bad speller!). People choose to use either method,
depending on what they’re used to. People, Paul explains, “like to 
abbreviate. It’s the whole text messaging phenomena... It’s kinda slang!”
On a separate note, Paul tells me that one of his friends has begun 
changing the LEDs on the Nokia 3210s. He says that the screen and button 
LEDs can be changes from green to blue or red for example. His friend 
changes a few pounds to change the LEDs.
Jackie also talks about getting her mobile:
“ It’s addictive. I bought mine for emergencies and things like that... And the first 
thing I did with it was text message. Now I use it all the time. It’s one o f those 
things you realise you can’t do without once you have it.”
Date: 19/03/01
Time: Around 12.30 on phone
I speak to Samia on the phone to give her the Mob’s PUC no.
She tells me about all the calls she’s been making. She says a friend (her 
ex-boyfriend) gave her £50 of credit that she spent in three days, speaking 
to her boyfriend whose on Vodaphone and another girl friend (for half an
hour) whose on one-2-one. She said she spoke to her friend for half an 
hour because they were lots of people talking (that is different people used 
to phone to speak to her friend). She also claims to have been “topping up” 
her phone everyday. She says she’s been spending loads. Her parents, she 
says, don’t know “and let’s keep it that way!” she suggests.
Date: 23/04/01
Time: Lunch Break
Have first meeting of study with students. See video data.
Just had a thought. A few (if not most of the students) are not abbreviating 
in their txt messages. Is this something new maybe? Perhaps the change in 
the technology has meant that they no longer need to (i.e. predictive text 
entry and longer messages). This would be interesting to pursue and may 
fit into the activity theory model. I guess a question to be asked is how 
does it fit into the larger loop of social activity influencing technology?
Date: 26/04/01
Time: Lunch Break
12.35
Tl
Susie is standing by a table on her own. Before she sits she gets her mobile 
from her bag and checks the display. She returns the mobile to her bag. She 
sits for a few moments on her own and then another girl joins her. Both are 
eating chips. They move to another table closer to the side of the canteen. 
Perhaps they’re not happy with being in the middle of the canteen. It’s 
worth noting that neither of the girls have their mobiles out, and it appears 
that they are having an intimate conversation... Some time later, near the 
end of the lunch break, I see Susie using her mob. There are lots of people 
at the table and Susie interacts with her mobile with one hand -  whilst 
talking with some of the others.
T2
A girl, Gl, approaches the table and sits. She gets her purple Nokia 3210 
from her bag and begins interacting with it with two hands. She has her 
feet up on a chair beside her and her head hunched over the phone -  
seemingly engaged in the interaction. She sits like this for several minutes. 
A boy, Bl, approaches the table and Gl greets him holding the mob with 
one hand. Gl then continues to interact with the mobile sporadically, 
whilst talking to Bl. Notably, she holds the mobile with one hand 
-  presumably finishing a text message. Two other boys come to the table. 
One of the boys, B3, pulls out two mobiles, one from each front pocket.
He interacts with each mob and whilst doing so walks away from the table. 
Meanwhile, Bl and B3 sit at the table and pull some documents out from 
a document sleeve. Gl has put her mobile in her bag and is talking to the 
boys. B2 returns, he has just had one of his mobs to his ear and has now 
placed it in his pocket. He joins the table and the four start talking together.
Samia comes by -  heading for T2. She says to me: “Guess how much 
credit I’ve got left?...£10!”
Alex: “What have you been doing since Monday? Text messaging?”
Samia: “Phoning!” She puts her hand to her ear as if it were a phone.
Samia then joins T2 and all head off to buy food or see people at other 
tables.
T3
A girl, Gl, sits on her own. After a short time she pulls her mobile out from 
her bag. She starts to interact with it with two hands and her head down 
[demonstrating her engagement]. After a bit, another girl, G2, joins her. Gl 
looks up briefly to greet G2 and then returns to her mob. G2 leaves and a 
boy, Bl joins the table. They talk for a moment and then Gl continues to 
use her mobile intermittently whilst continuing to talk. She still holds the 
mob with both hands! G2 returns to the table with some food. Gl puts her 
mobile in her bag and goes to get some food. She returns after a short time. 
Several people join the table. Bl has his mobile out. He turns away from 
the group to use it. He places it to his ear for a moment and then turns back 
to the table -  placing the mob on it.
T4
3 girls sit a T4. Gl takes her mobile from her bag and interacts with it with 
one hand. She does something for a few moments and then puts the mob 
down (still holding it) and talks with the other two.
T3
Gl is talking with the others. She leans over to her bag (which is now on 
the adjacent table) retrieves her phone and checks the display. She returns 
the mob to the bag and continues chatting to the group.
Owomonni comes to talk to me -  she is picking up one of the six Nokia’s 
from me today. She tells me about her project and also about her own use 
of her mobile phone. She tells me she’s been spending as much as £120 
a month on calls, but is now flying to cut down. I ask if she ever uses her 
home land line. She says:
“I never use my landline. It’s hassle. I used to argue with my mum about 
the time I spent on it. Others would want it for calls or for the Internet. 
Now I only use my mobile and if someone calls me at home I tell them I ’ll 
call them back with my mobile. I never argue [about the phone] with my 
mum now. I like the independence.”
T5
A girl, Gl, sits with 4-5 other people at a table. She is on the phone. The 
others are talking amongst each other and Gl has turned from the table and 
is gazing into space. Once she finishes the call she returns to talking to her 
group.
Date: 30/4/01
Time: Lunch time (15 mins before focus group)
Tl
A boy, Bl, sits on a chair backwards, facing a table using his mobile with 
both hands. There are several others sitting at the table. He appears to be 
playing a game, but also occasionally looks up to the rest of the group and 
speaks.
T2
A girl, Gl is talking on her mobile. She gazes into space as she talks. After 
a few moments she starts to smile and look around at the three other girls 
she is sitting with. She looks to one and says something. [Why this shift? 
Has she started to engage the others in the conversation?]. She ends her 
conversation on the mobile and starts to talk with the others. After a short 
time she starts to interact with her phone using one hand. As she uses her 
mob she glances at the others -  taking part in the ongoing conversation. 
Another girl, G2, at the table is also interacting with her 3310. Gl puts he 
mobile down and continues to talk with the others.
Tl
Samia is with Bl -  the others seem to have left the table. He has stopped 
playing the game, but is fiddling with the mob as he talks to Samia. Did 
the boy feel obliged to stop playing with the mobile because of the others 
leaving?
T2
Gl and G2 are interacting with their mobiles. They seem to be playing 
around with the ring tones and looking at each other’s displays.
T3
On the table behind me a girl is interacting with two mobile phones. She 
is holding one and pressing the buttons. The other is on the table. As she 
presses the keys of the one she holds she glances at the phone on the table.
